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In this dissertation I explore and report a series of critical teaching dilemmas that occurred 
in the context of a social justice teacher education unit. Facilitating Critical Pedagogy: 
Challenges and Rewards is an auto-ethnographic qualitative research project grounded in 
critical theory. It uses Critical Reflective Practice, in order to advise, provoke and reform 
significant teaching challenges. Discussing issues surrounding social justice with student 
teachers can be a rewarding experience. It can however, also create teaching incidents when 
students become defiant and resistant to change. When this manifests as passive resistance, 
introducing sociological questions concerning notions of identity, privilege and racism can 
become difficult. My journal writing, using a Describe, Reflect and Act sequence on significant 
teaching incidents, examined how I acted towards students. This process helped me ascertain 
what scope there is for becoming a more effective facilitator of learning under difficult and 
challenging circumstances. Further research analysis incorporated a fourth ‘Reconstruct’ stage 
of Critical Reflective Practice within the sequence and this allowed me to further analyse my 
research data within a research methodology.  
 
Critical theorising and journaling is the methodology I used because it motions educators to 
become better practitioners through reflective practice. The contribution of this study to 
educational research is such that teachers will recognise that by understanding, reflecting and 
acting in certain critical situations they have the power to change the awareness of students. 
They also may learn that to be effective in certain educational settings, teachers will have to 
develop more trusting relationships with students and engage in deeper dialogues about social 
justice. The major finding locates critical narrative, action research and critical thinking within 
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Researching Complex Teaching Situations  
 
This study is grounded in aspects of action research and critical reflective practice using 
my teaching journal (of an undergraduate social justice unit) as data. The main objectives are 
firstly, to use a form of Critical Reflective Practice, as utilised by Smyth, McInerney, Hattam, 
& Lawson (1999) to gain a better understanding of distinct and challenging teaching moments 
and secondly, to utilise this as a research model to explore and report on the research questions 
and methodological efficacy of the research method. Through doing this I aspire to gain a better 
understanding of the minute characteristics of those teaching moments, create action plans to 
negotiate them in an inclusive and constructive manner and develop those practices to expose 
many of the current socio-cultural values present in these kinds of classrooms. I hope to provide 
a clear indication of some of the difficulties that present when teaching social justice and 
critical educational theory to education students and also some of the rewards a reflective 
approach can offer teachers. My research aims are straight forward. I plan to:   
 
• Identify critical incidents within my teaching;  
• Critically analyse and discuss those incidents;  
• Identify strategies to address those incidents in order to become a better teacher and 
model appropriate pedagogies.  
 
In this research I will be drawing on the critical educational theory I teach. Through a 
systematic and reflective approach towards my teaching concerns, I will be critically analysing 
the writing in my introspective and personally evaluative teaching journal. Data collection will 
involve utilising a three-step sequence linking a descriptive analysis of the teaching scene to 
reflective evaluation and investigation to acquire better skills for follow up action. In later 
stages, as a more complex form of analysis, I intend to add an examination of a fourth reflective 
‘reconstruct’ stage, inherent within the Smyth, et al. (1999) model of critically reflective 
classroom practice.  
 
Principally, I am interested in finding out more about how I reacted towards students and 
what scope there was for becoming a more effective facilitator of learning objectives under 
difficult and often puzzling circumstances. Using a teaching journal, recording significant 
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classroom incidents and reflecting on those incidents is something I have been developing since 
I started teaching. Following advice, I was guided by numerous educational researchers when 
doing reflective practice (see for instance: Kemmis and McTaggart, 1988; Tripp, 
1993/1995/1996; Jalongo & Isenberg, 1995; Smyth, et al., 1999; Janesick, 1999; Kincheloe, 
2004; Chase, 2008). I began to collect valuable research data for further exploration and 
through utilising this data within a research project became more analytically aware of how 
teaching practices can benefit from critical reflection. The data, as I indicated before, is in the 
form of a teaching journal and is the personal account of critical teaching incidents that are to 
be used for the purposes outlined. It is not meant to provide evidence to support better student 
outcomes but instead a way to limit the impacts of what can be dramatic encounters with 
students that can be upsetting.  
 
My research context occurred at a Western Australian university, between the years 2013-
2016. When examining social justice issues in tutorial sessions I encountered quite significant 
resistance by some students. This resistance was largely about those sociological questions 
concerning notions of identity, privilege, racism, oppression and essentialism. With colleagues, 
there is some agreement … there is a rigour involved in getting to a constructive point; where 
multicultural education (Banks, 2007; Shore & Halliday-Wynes, 2006), culturally relevant, 
responsive (Perso & Hayward, 2015; Purdie, Milgate & Bell, 2011), anti-racist (Powell, 2001) 
and socially just (Vigliante, 2007) education can be actualised by students. But what about the 
teachers? How are they not impervious to disgruntled and defiant students? How do they 
measure their own successes and failures?  
 
Described as overly complex and sometimes controversial by students, the topics covered 
in the ten-week unit I teach introduces students to a range of concepts that interrogate the 
foundations of their identity as well as prior understanding of Australian history and cultural 
diversity. With its underpinnings in the issues surrounding Aboriginal and Multicultural 
education, we utilise the diversity inherent in many Australian classrooms to highlight the 
failings of mainstream education to adequately facilitate greater opportunities or as Vigliante 
(2007) states ‘life-chances’ for all students.  
 
While there are many parallel research methodologies suiting this kind of research, 
introduction to the methods, advanced through the work of Smyth, et al. (1999) Tripp (1993, 
1995, 2012) and Gorski (2000), are important to me. I can readily see the common-sense and 
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adapt their methods to my teaching and research practices. I think this is especially prevalent 
where the methods employed become instrumental in helping teachers, like myself, overcome 
difficulties in their teaching. It is a decisive and positive move towards achieving what Freire, 
(1970) describes as ‘critical consciousness’, which is seen as an important foundation of 
educational practice for “meaningful social change” (Wimpenny, 2010, p. 92).  
 
Where classroom incidents create seemingly unfathomable challenges it is, as indicated, the 
process of critical self-reflection utilising a reflective cycle; describing what happened, why I 
thought it happened and what the intended follow up actions might look like that will be my 
main source of narrative inquiry, knowledge construction and data in this research project. 
While I believe the incidents examined in this research are indicative of the kinds of challenges 
teachers face when introducing critical educational theory to teacher education students, the 
same could be true of all students where critical thinking skills are the focus. The incidents 
highlight the need for thoughtful if not also a philosophical and theoretical practice and, 
importantly, help individuals forge a link between the theories of good teaching and the actual 
use of it; that is: praxis. I envisage the benefits of this project will help improve my patterns of 
critical reflection in practice which has significant value in how I emulate and teach the 
Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL, 2011) standards.  
 
 
Background to the Study 
 
The weekly topics we cover tended to generate many different points of view and it is 
indeed, rigorous: listening, analysing and speaking to the range of student ideas. Regularly the 
topics create a great deal of debate, often to the point of antagonising deeply ingrained opinions 
in students. Heated discussion erupted at times and frequently any mention or rational 
discussion of asylum seekers for instance, proved to be extremely problematic. As a teacher I 
am interested in exploring the ways I responded in these instances, especially when student 
behaviour challenged the very foundation upon which I teach. Instead of enabling discussions 
I sometimes felt as if I was provoking students and became cross when they would not yield to 
what I saw was common sense, at least from an educational perspective. My attempts to engage 
students as critical thinkers caused me to doubt myself and whether I was actually inspiring 




Given the unit of study is programmed to aid students when they themselves encounter the 
diverse nature of Australia’s contemporary classrooms it was the resistance and negativity that 
arose in class that was unexpected and disconcerting. My expectation of students is that they 
became familiar with the points raised in the unit materials and through reflection developed 
ideas, contentions and practicalities to add to the workshop/tutorial discussions. In many 
instances this was not necessarily what was happening. I had classrooms divided between 
students who were extremely conscientious and often a handful of students who were not. 
Situations arose where some students would either rely on misinformation to base their 
participatory arguments, or simply profess that their point of view was the right one and 
everyone else’s was wrong. At other times, some students would come to class unwilling to 
participate mindfully in the workshop activities which were a vital component of the unit 
programming. Frequently I was alarmed by these kinds of behaviour. It was disappointing to 
encounter such a lack of enthusiasm and I struggled with the outcome of this. 
 
Initially, I recorded particular instances, with an action research sequence outlined by 
Kemmis and McTaggart (1988) and Tripp (1995). I wrote out my queries, identified an action 
plan on what I saw as ‘my failings’ and considered these in the follow-up workshops with 
students. A significant finding in my early journaling was that effective classrooms, motivated 
students and teacher-student relationships are crafted and developed and should not be taken 
for granted simply because I am at the front of the classroom. This realisation took me off 
guard for a number of reasons, primarily, at this level of study I had certain expectations of 
university students. Similarly, I had expectations of myself and how I should be leading these 
workshop sessions. It was fortunate, when self-doubts developed, that I was able to express 
myself through reflective writing and hence any ‘planning’ (as per action research) became 
more like reflection. The more I delved into my teaching abilities, my ways of speaking to 
students and dealing with problematic situations gave me the idea, which I know is not new, to 
do further research on my teaching. In essence, I was documenting my journey as a teacher 
educator in a social justice classroom using a qualitative research methodology in order to 







Socio-historical background of the researcher 
 
Reflecting back to my own childhood, white male, growing up in white middle class 
suburbs, I acknowledge privilege and how this has fashioned the ways in which I view and 
value the world. My family lived in a relatively safe and clean city with plenty of space and 
the beach. Moving from place to place we had settled where the location was handy for my 
parents work and opportune for school. My grandparents immigrated from Germany to 
Australia with their children in the mid 1950’s, speaking very little English. Both Grandfathers 
were indentured on arrival to work in the steel works at Port Kembla for two years. Coming to 
Australia was for them, inspiring, opportune, a letting go, a new start. But there was also 
‘assimilation’ into an otherwise mainstream Anglo culture that was rough because some 
aspects of their identity did not care to be relinquished. I had been fortunate to spend time with 
both sets of grand-parents who were themselves young during the second world war. Hearing 
their stories helped me be a little more introspective about my own life. For my parents, 
education and work related opportunities happened after the 1972 election that brought in the 
Whitlam labour government. My mum could finally enter teacher’s college. As a single parent 
her aspirations lead her on to become a doctor of sociology which I know in turn inspired us 
kids to further our education.  
 
 School was sometimes tough, even though quite popular, my sisters and I learnt to fit in.  
Although a class divide was not obvious, we did not always have lunch money like the other 
kids or new school uniforms or the funds to supplement after school music lessons, we were, 
however, not disadvantaged. We all had push bikes, friends and a loving family to return to 
when the long afternoons turned dark. While my sisters and I had different and yet similar 
comments raised at or against us along the lines of “where do you come from?” it was in 1978 
when a group of refugee kids from Cambodia came to our school that we realised we weren’t 
that different after all. The same year students from the former colony of Rhodesia, now the 
sovereign nation of Zimbabwe came to school. The teacher, in all her wisdom asked us to look 
out for these kids, she let us know some of the horrors of war and displacement that brought 
them to Australia. Such experiences can really make a person who they are and certainly helped 





As a teacher, I was literally up front in outpouring my socio-historical context, interests and 
reasons for teaching to students. This was an essential theme that runs through the course and 
unit offerings. Who are you? How did you come to be the person you are? Importantly, I would 
yarn with students about why I went to university, what my expectations were. I explained how 
I changed my undergraduate course in Asian studies, to Australian Indigenous Studies. I 
thought this would help incorporate my interest in the whole Australasian context and 
specifically my interest as a non-Aboriginal person in Aboriginal cultures. This was an interest 
that grew out of my Arts background and my work in installations at the state art gallery. As 
an adult learner I completed my undergraduate degree and then continued to do a post-graduate 
diploma in adult and tertiary education. I did this because I had become interested in people 
and education and the social context of exploring who we are both personally and socially.  
 
I began tutoring in 2007 with a background in Indigenous studies and completion of a 
postgraduate diploma of Education. While my work was on a casual basis I enjoyed teaching. 
According to student evaluations I was a successful teacher. When perplexing incidents 
happened and I felt my actions inadequately addressed them I would try to find answers to my 
growing concern. This is what lead me to develop my journaling as data collection and an 
ethnographic study of my teaching practice.  
 
 
Significance of the Study 
 
As an educator of adult learners and in the context of intercultural teacher education, I 
believe it is important that personal biases and assumptions are examined. This means engaging 
myself and students in the same way Gorski (2000) explains and Ukpokodu describes: 
“understanding [our] cultural and social identities as well as socioeconomic positions and how 
they impact on teaching and learning” (2003, p. 20).  
 
While this was a prominent idea in my workshops the ensuing discussions often brought 
forward opposing ideas about identity, nationalism, and what is appropriate to be taught in 
Australian schools. The foundational emphasis of this study began as a focus on what I refer 
to as critical educational theory. These are the kinds of educational considerations grounded in 
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Aboriginal and multicultural education, adult and tertiary learning, critical whiteness studies 
and anti-racism pedagogy. Not only are they vital in teacher education classrooms, presenting 
overwhelming challenges if not examined with a level of sophistication, they can often become 
excruciatingly confronting for all involved. Often this unearthing and examination leads to the 
occurrence of critical teaching incidents where students resist what are important indicators of 
sound pedagogy. It is in these events and upon this theoretical platform that I base this research. 
 
In many ways, the origins of student resistance, which is discussed in this thesis, begins with 
the fundamental teaching dilemma of how I negotiated the perplexing feeling of anguish and 
bewilderment when students did not perform to either mine or the University’s expectations. 
Because of what I initially saw as defiance towards the tasks offered in the units I taught it was 
challenging to rise above these feelings, enhance my knowledge of what it actually is that I 
interpret and to develop an understanding of what essentially causes these behaviours in 
students. For me, as I experienced it as a teacher, these behaviours included being disruptive 
in class, coming to class poorly prepared, not completing assigned group work, acting in 
provocative ways or being a bully – both towards me and other students. Of particular interest 
was the notion of bullying and how I reacted to this in my classroom, not only because it 
provoked a re-examination of my teaching practices and self-image but because it was 
complex, confrontational and as I realised, previous to conducting this research, not well 
understood in educational research.  
 
As a teacher educator involved in bridging gaps in student understanding through workshop 
sessions, I see myself more as a guide or facilitator of student learning. I want to engage my 
classrooms in important discussions about what it is to be a teacher in Australia. Ultimately, I 
want to be a teacher who teaches for the practice of freedom. For me, as with others, teaching 
for the practice of freedom is a goal as well as a process:  
 
With one eye on our students and another on ourselves, we attend to both the 
learning environment and the concentric circles of context in which our teaching is 
enacted. We commit to striving for true awareness of the larger world, to feeling 
the weight of it as we attempt to lift it up (Ayers, 2005, p. 138). 
 
For me, this lifting up, referred to by Ayres means nothing less than clarity of classroom 
objectives, which I think often comes through the acknowledgement and practice of intuitive 
and pragmatic ideas involving what is right and just. As my experience suggests, frequent 
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reflective practice, through questioning value judgements and decision-making processes 
yields pertinent answers and it also creates questions … an educational development well 
espoused by educators such as Ramsden (1992); Schon (1983); Steinberg & Cannella (2012); 
Slavich & Zimbardo (2012) for instance. Clearly, the structures of good teaching are not 
elusive; by being attentive to students, speaking coherently, listening to their voice/s and their 
individual needs, I both facilitate and scaffold their learning. Such ideas are encapsulated 
within sociocultural learning theory as proposed in the works of Vygotsky (1896-1934) for 
children, but I feel can be of use in adult education as I most certainly attempt to make use of 
the influences this has within group learning, especially where cultural beliefs affect classroom 
activities. 
 
When I ask myself what is needed in a particular situation, it is a strategic action resulting 
from professional judgement (Tripp, 1993). Where plans do not always go quite according to 
design, where I experience classroom resistance I am inclined to ask myself: how did I get 
myself into this situation, where do I go from here? Why did this happen in the first place? And 
what might I do to help students adopt a more open if not positive approach towards the 
learning objectives?  
 
 
Basis of Initial Teacher Education 
 
The teacher education programs at my university are committed to developing excellent 
teachers. The graduate attributes of such programs, which I was always interested in as a 
student myself, aims to equip teachers with the foundations of culturally appropriate pedagogy 
which is required to teach all students in all schools. This is reflected within the national 
professional standards for teachers, Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership 
(AITSL 2011) guidelines because, most importantly, it is teachers who hold valued and 
significant responsibility to maintain an effective and powerful impact on students. The AITSL 
guidelines further reflect the idea that teachers can inspire and influence students in favourable 





Distinct from most other units in which I have taught – the focus of this research is on a 
compulsory second year unit for the Bachelor of Education degree programme. It is offered 
once a year, commences in first semester and targets second year students who have begun to 
develop their professional knowledge. The specific range of skills required by students includes 
the development of critical thinking and an analysis of mainstream teaching materials, which 
may otherwise not suit the students of culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds.  
 
The social justice unit, in its many developments, has since 1996 kept its hard won and 
carefully maintained mandatory status. Changes have been made over the years in order to 
keep up with current research findings and historical events (For instance: the formal national 
apology, 13. 02. 2008 1). Knowing your learner is an important theme that runs through all 2nd 
year units within the Bachelor of Education degrees. I take this seriously, not only because I 
feel that it personalises the teaching, I know it works wonders in helping people (students) feel 
that they are valued.  
 
An important premise of the unit is that “teachers can, and do make a difference” (Lingard, 
et al., 1995, p. 66) to the educational outcomes of students. Its broader aims are to provide 
student teachers and those already working in education with an introduction to a number of 
important perspectives as they relate to axes of social disadvantage, specifically the education 
of Aboriginal students and students from non-English speaking backgrounds. Through these 
measures the disparity in educational outcomes between different groups of students is given 
a better chance of success. Social justice is therefore conceptualised by the unit in such a way 
that it reflects the experiences of the most vulnerable groups in terms of ‘social injustice’ 
(Vigliante, 2007). Although not solely confined to Indigeneity, there is a focus on Aboriginal 
students and the ways in which they might be more effectively catered for and understood by 
their respective teachers, given that it is Aboriginal students who tend to be least well served 
by schooling as the annual National Assessment Program — Literacy and Numeracy 








With an overarching focus on the implementation of social justice in schools which has in 
my experience the tendency to cause some debate, the focus, as the unit learning guide infers 
is about ‘teachers making a difference’. This important quote encapsulates what we follow:  
 
… the conscious and reflexive blend of content and process intended to enhance 
equity across multiple social identity groups (e.g.: ‘race’, class, gender, sexual 
orientation, ability), foster critical perspectives, and promote social action and 
decentralise the importance of examining multiple school domains for their 
attention to five key principles: Inclusion and Equity; High Expectations; 
Reciprocal Community Relationships; System-Wide Approach; and Direct Social 
Justice Education and Intervention (Dover, 2009, p. 508). 
 
To make many of these concepts more accessible to students they often need to be 
individually unpacked, hence workshops are designed to augment student learning based on 
what students as teachers will need to know, think about and do. Often the departure points for 
these discussions examine the use of terms such as: ‘Race’ and Racism, Equal opportunity, 
Equity, Equality, Discrimination, Marginalisation, Privilege and Prejudice. We work alongside 
notions of respect, responsibility and relationship, conceptualised by Jackson-Barrett (2010) as 
powerful, yet simple ways to bring theory into the classroom. To give an example, there is 
quite often confusion associated with defining the difference between equity and equality. 
Many students have said that they have chosen to treat all their students equally as an absolute 
rule because they feel that it is unfair to discriminate and therefore not socially just to give 
special treatment to those who require more resources to achieve. We alert them to the fact that 
equity in practice concentrates on addressing disparities whereas equality can actually tend to 
mask them 3.  
 
Within the overall degree program, the unit is based on the strategic development of 
professionalism, especially the kinds that occur when engaged and personalised learning 
happens. Thus, workshops are largely based on experiential “what if” exercises that allow 
students to reflect on their own subject positions and the effects their relatively privileged status 
has on their teaching practice. Given that most teacher education students in my experience 
tend to be white, lower to middle-class and female, it is seen to be an advantage if they can 





they are to teach the cross-curriculum priority 1: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures 
and histories (Australian Curriculum) effectively 4. 
 
Each semester the enrolment numbers vary. Over the past decade there have been around 
three hundred students enrolled each semester. For these students it is expected that they read 
the weekly resource literature, attend weekly lectures, view an audio-visual documentary or 
movie that follows and then join one of the workshops to discuss some or all of the above 
material. Each tutor will take on at least two workshops, with an average number of twenty-
five students. Contact time for students in this unit is 30 hours per semester. As tutors, we meet 
often and engage in what turns out to be a lively discussion based on how students are 
responding, and the styles of performance witnessed. We take our work seriously; however, 
the serious business of teaching is respectfully augmented with humour to help us deal with 
seemingly impossible situations.  
 
As all students need to have access to appropriate resources, co-ordinators at my university 
select and compile topical reading material pertinent to the study requirements, which was, 
prior to 2014, printed into a one-volume reader. While this provides students with their 
essential reading materials there are also supplementary and recommended texts available to 
purchase or else held in reference in the university library. Students are provided with a Unit 
Information Learning Guide (UILG), that contains administrative details, provides a unit 
introduction, expectations, an overview, and a detailed description of the weekly topics 
including topical questions designed to guide student thinking through important conceptual 
ideas within the readings.   
 
A typical teaching day will include a lecture based on the topic of the week, followed by a 
DVD of relevance, quite often bringing other important perspectives or practitioner knowledge 
into the study topic. After this, students will attend a workshop session to further discuss the 
topic, hand in assessment materials and engage in an activity centred dialogue with other 
students based on that topic. Students have often commented that the workshop sessions and 
the activities were invaluable in helping them gain what they saw as workable skills applicable 
to their own classrooms. In many respects the activities we do constitute personal development 





sincere forum style teaching and learning environment 5 where students are encouraged to 
express their points of view. Success on many levels is the normal classroom modality. At 
times, however, in such an informal environment a contentious atmosphere can develop 
because a lot of negativity can be relayed by students who omit credible evidences or have 
contrary agendas. This is especially so when, for instance, hearsay is the information source 
and little or no reading from the weekly resources have been accessed. Sometimes personal 
experiences portray racist opinions, which can tend to dominate a person’s ability to see 
another’s point of view. Even so, it is important that such views are articulated however much 
it affects others. Constructive discussions are not necessarily the norm when this happens; 
arguments erupt and are regulated by drawing out the contention, naming it, showing the logic 
to both arguments if there is one, then attempting to add what is missing from the information 
to find a solution to the impasse. This requires careful listening and discerning exactly what 
student are saying or attempting to say. It is a sensitive time.  
 
Sometimes, however, it eventuates that I have difficulty in getting students to express any 
point of view at all, especially in the larger workshop groups. Over time I have planned 
activities that break large groups down into smaller ones as I have found that here students feel 
more at ease to discuss sensitive and often personal ideas. Unquestionably, group discussions 
and other activities such as the very popular ‘packing the invisible knapsack’6 activity, benefit 
students in connecting their own personal opinions with theoretical underpinnings and the 
views of others. It is for these reasons that I place great importance on creating a safe and 
comfortable teaching and learning space, one where students can explore their sentiments, 
attitudes and perspectives in a relatively non-competitive, openly co-operative atmosphere. 
Striving to create and maintain this ideal provides me with seemingly unfathomable challenges 
that could really only be understood and worked through in any depth by recognising what 
students need to ‘flourish’ – a wonderful term from Seligman (2011) that contains a visionary 
ideal of potential for all. However, identifying what is needed has only come about through 
inclusive reflection on my teaching processes, approaches and as indicated, my reactions. My 
bias is that this reflective process should be evident in all classrooms. Ideally, to help students 







based on my own personal experiences, they tend to feel disenfranchised. This is an idea Burns 
also argues: 
 
One of the basic findings of behavioural science research is that people tend to 
be more committed to a decision or activity in direct proportion to their 
participation in or influence on its planning (1995, p. 237).  
 
Indeed, over the past years that I have been a tutor in this and other education units, I have 
always felt that where I develop a relationship with students, one based on sharing and 
development of knowledge, better outcomes occur. Qualifying this statement is not necessarily 
the intention of this thesis. What I have set out to indicate are some important ideas surrounding 
effective teaching, especially as they pertain to critical educational theory and the use of 
reflective practices. My ideas range from unpretentious guidelines which, in my experience, 
underpin quality classrooms. It is these ideas that I explore in this thesis.  
 
 
Teaching Context  
 
Most students enrolled in the unit are completing the Bachelor of Education degree. Within 
this degree program students specialise in areas ranging from early childhood studies, primary, 
secondary to adult and tertiary education. Over the semester I find that many students have a 
good understanding of social justice in education and it is with these students that the work 
becomes really exciting. Being a required unit for all Bachelor of Education degree students 
does not, however, sit very well with some and they struggle to align a great degree of the 
material and necessary discussion with the kinds of classrooms and contexts in which they 
believe they will be teaching. It is worth remembering that as adult students with ages ranging 
from around 23 to 65 years’ old there is a variety of life experiences and views about both 
social justice, and current social issues present in class. Collaborating with what students know 
and sharing stories with them does cover a lot of important theoretic and pragmatic foundation. 
However, while the topics we cover are diverse and there is rarely one answer to the questions 
raised, the topics do, nevertheless, require students to think about different points of view. It is 




As adult learners, I like to think I escort students through the weekly topics and in so doing 
make the unit as a whole more accessible. Empowering students as we explore the topics does 
necessitate a safe teaching and learning space which, as I have found, requires my continuous 
attention. While I monitor student reactions when working in small groups, I also must, in some 
instances, be a negotiator conciliating when conflicts arise. This can be quite intense and I have 
seen dramatic changes in students occur when concepts are critiqued and explored.  
 
However, as previously mentioned, sharing experiences and predominantly the very 
personal nature of the workshops does pose a huge challenge for some students and I 
acknowledge this. Resistant students tend to act differently when challenging topics are being 
discussed and often make this known through becoming disruptive. Often I found that taking 
their actions personally caused me to doubt my abilities as a teacher. Indeed, it lead me to 
question the reservations I have about my own abilities especially when confronted with 
critically demanding situations.  
 
 
Research Methodology  
 
Successful experimentation with action research and auto-ethnography led my journal 
writing and teaching practice to incorporate Critical Reflective Practice, a qualitative research 
methodology that turns the gaze back on the researcher (Morrison, 1991). As a teacher 
researcher I am interested in the form of storytelling as a powerful research method. This is 
because it has the ability to use core values and self-understanding to answer one’s research 
questions. It is an aspect of research that is captured nicely by de Freitas & Paton who state: 
 
The autoethnographic text delves into the experiences and emotions of the 
researcher, tracing his/her voice and perspective onto and through the context of 
inquiry (2009, p. 483). 
 
Key words here are: experience and emotions. In support of the autoethnographic project 
Anderson (2006) points towards analytic autoethnography and what he describes as evocative 




…evocative autoethnographers have published extensively, especially 
(although not exclusively) on topics related to emotionally wrenching experiences 
… (2006, p. 377).  
 
While I do not necessarily suggest my classroom experiences were wrenching, they were 
nevertheless often emotional and significant because they made me question aspects of my 
classroom practice. Such research characteristics stimulated my motivation for inquiry. It was 
with such an analytical framework in mind that I began to reflect on my journaling; to consider 
more favourable possibilities; as well as explore a clarity of purpose and effectiveness in the 
face of challenging teaching situations.  
 
I was guided by action research because it enabled me not only to research in a certain way, 
but also to link it to autoethnography. It was in my journal writing that I incorporated aspects 
of its ‘planning’ cycle into my reflective sequencing. The action research process, which 
according to Kemmis & McTaggart, (1988) is generally participatory, can start when the group 
has “…some data on their work [is] available, and will prefer to begin by reflecting on it and 
then formulate an action plan” (1988, p. 53). In my case the planning phase was incorporated 
into my reflective ‘ideas for action’, journaling. See figure 1; attributed to Altrichter, Posch 
and Somekh (1993, p. 205): 
 
Figure 1 














However, I was intrigued by the research of Cunningham (2010, 2012) from whom I readily 
grasped the concept of Critical Reflective Practice (Smyth, et al. 1999). This was mainly 
because it requires or rather suggests that educators employ a series of powerful yet easy steps 
or forms in their reflective practice. Cunningham states: “These ‘forms’ are characterised by 
four sequential steps which are connected to a series of questions: (a) describing (What do I 
do?), (b) informing (What theories emerge from what I do?), (c) confronting (Why did I come 
to work like this?), and (d) reconstructing (How might I do things differently?)” (2010, p. 13).  
 
At first, as stated above, faced with the immediacy of recording significant teaching events, 
I began to utilise only three of the four stages in much of my journaling. In these stages of 
journal writing I described, reflected and defined appropriate follow up actions. While this 
worked wonderfully and I gained far better clarity and a sense of accomplishment through 
doing this, it was later, when developing the journal writing into chapters of a research thesis, 
that I decided to include a re-examination of the original reflective CRP sequences devised by 
Smyth, et al. (1999). In a later thesis chapter, I will return to my writing and incorporate the 
fourth ‘reconstruct’ stage of questioning to further explore the implications of my findings for 
myself and my teaching practice and in many respects as argued previously, I will reaffirm 
how it is an important approach and indeed an intriguing approach for all teachers. The 
concluding chapter will further support the idea which Becker (1989), Denzin and Lincoln 
(1998) and later Steinberg (2006) presented surrounding ‘bricolage’ – a term indicating a 
bringing together of ‘diverse’ elements to form a whole picture. By doing this, that is bringing 
together all the elements of my teaching knowledge, indicates how the fourth ‘reconstruct’ 
stage is a necessary and useful bricolage of teaching ideas, motives, statements and questions 
the personal goals of educational practice and employment.  
 
In education, the view that critical practice involves self-reflection and further process 
analysis is not new (see for example: Freire, 1970; Smyth, et al., 1999; Tripp 2003; Ukpokodu, 
2003, Dyson, 2007; Fook and Gardner, 2007; Wimpenny, 2010). The position I take is that 
teachers can further accentuate this practice by any amount of sincere reflective writing and by 
an honest analysis on that writing. My use of critical reflective practice, which is one method 




Inclined towards models of reflexivity such as − but not exclusively − those by Fook and 
Gardner (2007), the central theme of this research is therefore located in efforts to become a 
better teacher based on three main features: 
 
1. The understanding of the individual in a social context; 
2. The linking of the theory and practice of critical reflection in the model; 
3. The importance of linking changed awareness with changed conditions 
(Fook & Gardner, 2007, p.14). 
 
The framework or model upon which I base my work is qualitative research because rather 
than attempting to quantify my thoughts and instinctive feelings, this form of practice gave me 
more immediate and practical answers to everyday teaching dilemmas. By my understanding 
and given the context of my teaching, the qualitative framework I utilise is most suitable for 
educational research and should not be undervalued. Primarily, it is broadly understood as a 
proven critical practice that enhances the understanding of everyday teaching challenges 
because it is based on what teachers know and do best to create dynamic and interactive 
classrooms. Yes, it does rely on a subjective approach to practice, data collection and analysis, 
however, by my understanding of the literature this is a valid approach to research. As Quantz 
eloquently states:  
 
If experience without theoretical grounding is in danger of ideological 
distortion, theoretical developments outside of experience encourage myopic and 
irrelevant formalism (1992, p. 455).  
 
Reflective practice is a form of self-monitoring that engages teachers at a very conscious 
level. In my experience, logic based on feelings, intuition and personal values are invaluable 
when solutions to ethical dilemmas are pursued. In practice, the use of sequential moments 
turns reflective queries into action, failures into learning. As it has become for me, I believe 
the different stages and depths of inquiry can become second nature for teachers. For this 
reason, my aim is to explore and report on developing this practice effectively.  
 
Furthermore, I am mindful that the critical reflective practice of Smyth and colleagues 
(1999) is a process of broad contextual introspection. It is a personal endeavour that can be 




being clear about what it means to be a teacher living and working in the 
ambiguity, perplexity and contradiction of current times [critical reflection] is an 
important starting point for the reclaiming of teaching. Being clear about what is 
going on in your work and the forces operating to shape it and make it the way it 
is, is an important part of moving beyond the paralysis of “being done to” and 
seeing what the alternatives might look like (Smyth, McInerney, Hattam & 
Lawson. 1999, p. 1).  
 
Notably, this personal kind of introspection does not necessarily set out to assess teaching 
practices, deducing right or wrong answers to our queries, but does instead gather together 
hunches, ideas and designs with the intention of enhancing the teaching and learning 
experiences. Embraced in order to search for answers from within rather than apportioning 
blame on the situation or others often involves our sense of moral, ethical and value judgement. 
When conducting writing and analyses on investigations, depth of understanding is explored. 
Gentile (2010) entitles this ‘giving voice to our values’, which is an important way to develop 
what we know to be the right actions for the given circumstances.  
 
It is in this vein of reflective inquiry, as the two quotes mention, that I chose to develop a 
form of reflective practice to address aspects of my teaching. Critical reflective practice as I 
envisage locates strongly with what Jupp & Lensmire (2016) identify as the ‘second-wave of 
white teacher identity studies’. This research exemplifies my attempts, as indicated, as a 
researcher who is “attempting to come to grips with [his] their own complexity and complicity 
in a white-supremacist system and seeking to learn how to fight against it” (2016, p. 986). I 
utilise my experiences, my reflective-self in order to interpret the educational contexts in which 
I find myself. Indeed, to quote Jupp and Lensmire again, “this second wave of white teacher 
identity studies emphasizes that our interpretation, as researchers, of white teachers’ identities 




Writing in a Teaching Journal 
 
To recap briefly, in the first stages of journal writing I wrote about my classroom 
experiences with many of the hallmarks of a Kemmis & McTaggart action research “plan, act 
and observe, reflect cycle” (1988, p. 14). I began to incorporate three stages into what I call 
my auto-ethnographic writing by describing, reflecting and acting on significant classroom 
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situations (see figure 2). As essential elements of reflection I made action plans based on my 
ideas for action, it was a process that positions me, the researcher, as participant observer, one 
who begins an individual search for meaning. This is well described by Atkinson, Coffey and 
Delamont (2003, p. 62) who say:  
 
 [Auto] ethnographers-as-authors frame their accounts with personal reflective 
views of self. Their ethnographic data are situated within their personal experience 
and sense making. They themselves form part of the representational processes in 
which they are engaging and are part of the story they are telling.  
 
My initial journaling efforts were an immediate form of written reflection. These three 
reflective stages are a version of what I understand in action research and can be graphically 
depicted as follows:  
 
 
Figure 2  




Note. This figure shows the journaling elements I adapted variously from an action research 
cycle by Kemmis and McTaggart, 1988; Tripp, 1995; and Altrichter, Posch & Somekh, 1993). 
When the focus of this reflective cycle is turned back on the researcher (him/herself), the 
process, of examination, in my opinion, becomes an autoethnographic endeavour which is a 






In subsequent stages of journal analysis, I relied more heavily on critical reflective practice 
as outlined by Smyth, et al. (1999) (Figure 3). Even though satisfied with my reflections and 
action in class as a response to my journaling efforts I began to think that analysis is favourably 
boosted when a fourth ‘reconstruct’ stage is included. As I involved my queries in 
reconstructing what were otherwise profound insights, to see beyond action; beyond simply 
applying an effective teaching process to classroom situations, a broader perception occurred. 
This is a great complement to critical thinking in action, attuning important ideas, affirmations 










Note. This figure shows the reflective sequence as outlined by Smyth et al. (1999). In my 
subsequent thesis writing and data analysis I included the reconstruct stage into my research 









Critical reflective practice as outlined by Smyth, at al. (1999, p. 20) generally follows the 
plan above (see figure 3), arming teachers with their journals and the idea by Ira Shor (1992) 
to “extra-ordinarily re-experience the ordinary”. While my own initial journaling comprises a 
‘describe, reflect and act’ sequence (see figure 2), I also wanted to experiment with writing 
‘reconstructively’. This was also done through reminding myself of my own experiences as a 
student, which supported the ideas I had behind teacher reflection, that is, examining reactions 
and assumptions towards students based on surface evaluations. Where I have had to monitor 
my reactions to students in order to better understand them − like my students − I feel that these 
reactions are often intricately woven by our personalities and our upbringing; by our values, 
morals and ethical understanding. Critical reflective practice helped me explore these aspects 





As I understand, in critical educational theory questions are asked, not only about practice, 
its contexts, implementations and ethics but value judgements are also studied. Research 
methods that enable the beginnings of inclusivity and empowerment provide students and 
teachers with a foundation upon which to relate their experiences and what they know about 
the world. I knew the suitability of the research model was well suited to my actual teaching 
context. Initially I tried my hand at getting some answers to my queries by following an action 
inquiry sequence. Some success occurred with assisting students and acknowledging what I 
saw as failings, but only to a certain degree. Based on weekly feedback, many students were 
still not grasping the finer details and implications of the topics.  
 
The beginning of any research starts by asking questions and given the experiences I had in 
class, it was logical that I instigated a form of reflection on what actually happened, why certain 
occurrences happened, and what could be done to effect positive outcomes? I wanted to hone 
my teaching so I could be very effective, turning challenging situations into valuable learning 
experiences. I knew that if I wanted to be an effective facilitator of student learning I needed 
to be sensitive to the ways in which some students interpret the information and recognise 




…teachers need to take a diagnostic approach to teaching which means that they 
have to understand what happens in classrooms and why, using that knowledge 
both to choose what action to take, and to justify and learn from their action and its 
outcomes.  
 
It was after a number of events or ‘critical situations’ occurred (incidents where an upsetting 
or disruptive situation or behaviour was evident) that I began to investigate my reactions to 
students more closely. This was done primarily through journal writing, utilising what various 
research theorists (Tripp, 1995; Altrichter, Posch & Somekh, 1993) describe as descriptive 
processes and interpretive sequences. In effect, to describe what happened and thoughtfully 
interpret subsequent actions. Putting events to paper was a satisfying approach; it was a process 
that helped me appreciate students and their actions more and what became evident was that I 
had created more questions than answers.  
 
 
Teaching and Research Questions  
 
I locate much of my inspiration and the responsibility of sharing my research journey in 
Illich’s (1971) “good education system” by Suoranta in Porfilio & Malott (Eds.) (2011, p. 497). 
This basically says: based on the premise that all students should have access to the means that 
will help them learn and through those means enable them to adequately distribute and gift 
their information to others. Therefore, within the context of teaching important aspects of social 
justice in a teacher education classroom, I ask these specific questions:  
 
• How can I become a better teacher educator and maintain my effectiveness in the face 
of student resistance?  
• What models of reflection best suit the teaching of critical pedagogy in a teacher 
education context? 
 
While I want to collaborate with students, the more I did this, the more I started to develop 
a rather large number of teaching questions in my journaling. They are indicative of my 
growing interest in becoming a critically reflective practitioner:  
 
• Why do I think some students resist the unit offerings? 
• Why do I doubt my effectiveness? 
• How do I change critical incidents into learning experiences for all involved? 
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• What do those incidents actually mean in the wider context of what we are attempting 
to do in these social justice/critical theory classrooms?  
• What does the resistance say about the kinds of teachers who are going to be teaching 
the nation’s students?  
• Do reflective processes build more cognisance of critical whiteness, racism, learning 
styles and cultural inclusion in both students and me? How can I teach this within the 
time allocated?  
 
What makes teaching exciting for me is nothing less than finding practical solutions that can 
be readily utilised in everyday classroom teaching. This is especially important within teacher 
education because of the profound difference good teaching can make in the lives of students. 
Indeed,  
 
Effective teachers have high expectations of students in terms of both their 
standard of learning and their behaviour, and they help their students meet those 




Research as a Teaching and Learning Practice 
 
I knew becoming reflective was an essential process when covering complex sociological 
concepts, in fact it became imperative if my self-awareness was going to be increased, 
communicative skills developed, and individual doubts overcome. In conversations with 
colleagues, I was alert to the fact that qualitative research in the form of journaling can be seen 
as being too connected to subjective opinion and therefore deemed by some as not especially 
strong as a stand-alone source of data collection. While I tend to agree that this can be the case 
for some research contexts, my preference was to follow my intuition and track other 
researchers in this field. Cousin (2010, p. 9) for instance, states: “the self is not some kind of 
virus, which contaminates the research. On the contrary, the self is the research tool, and thus 
intimately connected to the methods we deploy”. Storytelling as a form of autoethnographic 
writing is connected to who we are and how we experience situations. Anderson (2006) states 






of subjective emotional experiences create an emotional resonance with the reader that is the 
key goal of their scholarship” (2006, p. 377).  
 
 To reiterate, it was through my interest in the inquiry cycles of action research and auto-
ethnography that I adopted a form of investigation drawn from the analytic sequences of 
critically reflective practice (CRP). Smyth, et al. (1999) and other exponents such as Tripp, 
(1993, 1995, 2012). In some respects, Cunningham (2010, 2012) and Gorski (2000) also 
provided a great base for recording and further exploration of teaching in the research model. 
The liberating, insightful, and centring effects of writing, of conducting a conversation with 
myself, particularly when I encountered difficult situations with students, provided the 
emotional stability and maturity that I expected of my teaching practice.  
 
The information I have gathered in my journaling using a describe, reflect and act sequence 
was an immediate process to make better sense out of what were otherwise puzzling critical 
incidents. In a simple and straight forward way describing what happened in terms of the 
classroom atmosphere, people present, topic under discussion and what significant incidents 
occurred, were included in this first stage of journal writing. Becoming critical in my 
reflections resulted as I began to ask myself what other factors were involved, why it happened 
in the first place and reflected on my own role in events. I began to answer my own answers 
by exploring elements like how I might have created the situation, what social factors were 
implicated and importantly why I was left feeling flat as if I failed students and myself. This 
process has helped me decide on suitable classroom action, on how to effectively prevent 
further escalation and use the incident to good effect so I could become better informed and 
actually enthused by learning through adversity.  
 
Importantly, following the above stages helped me nurture both my teaching philosophies 
and inform my teaching questions. They helped me act on critical incidents to further 
distinguish appropriate practices and develop succinct communication: scaffolding, 
collaboration and information exchange skills. Jaques’ (1992) explanation involving teachers 
who use strategy and technique to facilitate learning in their students aligned nicely with what 
I was doing and are outcomes which I believe come through carefully prepared aims, objectives 
and personal skills. These stages concur with my understanding that teachers who conduct 
some form of self-exploration in order to maintain their effectiveness will be involved in the 
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practice of critical reflection. However, just how the central method of reflexivity is achieved, 
whether it is primarily through keeping a reflective teaching journal or through further auto-
ethnographic or interpretive analysis is explored in this project. This method is conducive to 
becoming a more skilled practitioner. The processes of introspection can be quite confronting 
and often rather threatening, unearthing deep seated notions about identity and personal reality. 
Importantly, the exploration will, I believe, show that the outcomes can be readily located to 
affect a specific and desired change if practitioners sincerely want to instigate that change, 
which is what I wanted.  
 
 
Methodological Approach and Data Collection Method 
 
My data is my journaling. The writing in these journals which consists of word documents, 
handwritten booklets and sometimes notes in point form, are my attempts to make better sense 
of my teaching contexts. Coding is done by re-familiarising myself with what I have written 
through re-reading a number of times and by high-lighting important words that reflect my 
thoughts, feelings, plans of action and the reoccurrence of significant words, phrases and ideas. 
As Steinberg suggests, content analysis is done by “first, analysing text, and second, in letting 
the textual analysis speak to me and suggest the themes that can be included. The content 
analysis then becomes an authentic interpretive analysis that precludes preliminary hypotheses 
and instead waits to allow the data to speak for themselves in multilayered ways” (2006, p. 
122).  
 
I am guided by the belief, as Tripp explains, that there is often no right or wrong answers 
and that focused reflection will include the “deliberate use of any kind of plan, act, describe, 
review cycle for inquiry into action in a field of practice” (1995, p. 4). I will explore what 
constitutes thoughtful action through monitoring, reflecting and planning more effective 
teaching approaches. Analysis is essentially done following critical reflective practice and will 
in the final phases include a ‘reconstruct’ (Smyth, et al. 1999) stage of broad reflection asking 
not only “how might I do things differently?” as Cunningham (2010, p. 13) advocates but also 
how might my ideas, practices and the model of reflection instigate a dynamic and deliberate 




In this thesis I intend to explore and report on only the most significant critical teaching 
incidents. Following my method of data coding I will explore incidents that typify three 
specific kinds of student resistance which my data identified. Essentially, it is in these critical 
incidents that explore and add to the discussion of these key educational incidents, reporting 
effectively on them as a way to further my research aims which are to:  
 
• Identify critical incidents within my teaching;  
• Critically analyse and discuss those incidents;  
• Identify strategies to address those incidents in order to become a better teacher and 
model appropriate pedagogies.  
 
To recapitulate, within critical educational theory examining sociological concepts such as 
social justice, critical whiteness studies, gender and notions of ‘race’/ ethnicity, can prove to 
be challenging and unfortunately is all too often poorly understood by some students. I 
encountered a range of interesting, yet difficult situations and this led me to ask why some pre-
service education students are resistant, or at least act in inimical ways, towards important 
concepts when a firm understanding of them clearly advances their effectiveness as 'inclusive' 
socially just teachers? Importantly, I asked myself what inquiry models best suit the context in 
which I work and how does genuine negotiation and understanding of student behaviors’ 
become more effectively coordinated?  
 
Finally, I believe that keeping a teaching journal is more than a claim of forecasting 
successful outcomes, it is rather, an important tool for accentuating effective practitioner 
knowledge and practice. As a qualitative researcher, exploration and reporting on the use of 
critical reflective practice through a critical engagement with candid journal writing is an 
important way educators can position themselves to act more effectively as well as exploit 
complex critical incidents when they occur in their classrooms. The next chapter will include 
an examination of the kinds of research that influence this project. These essentially highlight 
how critical educational theory is brought into the classroom and unpacked to become possible 







Overview of all Chapters 
 
• In chapter two (The ideas that have shaped my practice) I begin by outlining some of 
the major aspects of Critical Educational Theory (CET) and how that influences the 
understanding and practices of Critical Pedagogy for teachers. As important aspects of 
the unit I teach I outline the theoretical underpinnings that encourage critical pedagogy 
and animate my own teaching practices: Understanding Difference in Pre-Service 
Teacher Education Courses; Theories of Adult Learning; Promoting Learning Across 
Age Differences; The Role of Universities; Self-Directed Learning; Multicultural and 
Social Justice Education; Addressing Institutional Racism; Critical Whiteness Studies 
and Critical Race Theory.  
 
• In chapter three (Methodological Approaches to my Research) I illustrate the methods 
and interpretive frameworks I chose to explore and report on my research questions. As 
a basis for a qualitative research I outline Critically Reflective Practice and the method 
of collecting valuable research data by keeping a reflective teaching journal. I then 
summarise how I analysed the journaling and the importance of turning the research 
gaze within to look for research answers.  
 
• In Chapter Four (Writing to my Teacher Self – Journaling as a Critical Practice) I 
present the data. Utilising the three steps of Critical Reflective Practice I provide three 
edited versions of three journaling events: ‘Bad Behaviour and Being Argumentative’; 
‘Bullying as a Sense of Entitlement’; ‘Making Excuses – Students Disadvantaging 
Themselves’.  
 
• In Chapter Five (Reconstruct as a Strategic Research Moment) I revisit the journaling 
events of the last chapter with further analysis. However, this time my reflections are 
more focused and aim to look more broadly at the bigger picture that the teaching 
incidents uncover. I assess the viability of the research method and methodology and 
its significance as way to help teachers better understand students and in so doing 








The Ideas that have Shaped my Practice: A Review of the Literature 
 
In this chapter I will highlight the authors and specific theoretical concerns that pertain to 
both my teaching and research contexts, beginning with exposing the criticality of my teaching 
and by exploring the critical educational theories that surround critical education in social 
justice teacher education classrooms. An indication of how I collected my research data follows 
this introduction.  
 
My data, in the form of self-reflexivity, helped my teaching develop because I was interested 
in understanding students and their needs better and ultimately because I was perplexed by the 
undercurrents of resistance that I witnessed. I consulted the work of Kincheloe (2004, p. 50) 
regarding the role of universities “to produce rigorously educated teachers with an awareness 
of the complexities of educational practice and an understanding of and commitment to a 
socially just, democratic notion of schooling”. It requires teacher educators to teach under 
extraordinary circumstances in order to furnish their students with the ability to “make wise 
judgements and informed choices about curriculum development and classroom practice” 
(Kincheloe, 2004, p. 50) so they can in turn, be effective culturally aware teachers within their 
own teaching contexts.  
 
As a part of my own teaching I am cognisant of refining my abilities, especially when 
negotiating challenging situations. Being effective in workshop sessions when dealing with 
disruptive students, with students who resist the unit offering and disadvantage themselves 
through similar practices, has become an important pursuit. After each challenging session I 
would take time out to reflect on how I thought it all went. I questioned the proceedings in 
order to make better sense of what happened and why? Importantly, I questioned the incident 
through the lens of critical self-analysis and recorded these insights in my teaching journal. In 
this way a great amount of very useful data was produced.  
 
As an umbrella term, critical pedagogy grounds practice in the emancipation of students and 
teachers. One of my favourite quotes, which really helped me understand the finer aspects of 
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quality teaching and created benchmarks for which to aim, comes from Giroux (2011, p. 3) 
who says:  
 
 I recognized early on in my career that critical pedagogy as a moral and political 
practice does more than emphasize the importance of critical analysis and moral 
judgments. It also provides tools to unsettle common-sense assumptions, theorize 
matters of self and social agency, and engage the ever-changing demands and 
promises of a democratic polity. 
 
I often reminded myself, for instance that effective teaching of critical thinking will require 
me to actually be a critical thinker. Hence, taking a cue from my teaching, from thought-
provoking incidents and pivotal aspects of the unit, I internalised and attempted to translate 
what teachers need to know, think about and do in the discovery and implementation of 
effective practice.  
 
Critical Educational Theory (CET) and Critical Pedagogy as Launching Points for 
Practice 
 
The literature that surrounds research on educational practice (see for instance: Denzin and 
Lincoln, 1998; Patton, 1990; Freire, 1970) suggest its foundations are found in critical (social) 
theory and it is from this style of social inquiry that critical educational theory has evolved. 
One method of inquiry is aimed toward reflection on practice. For practitioners this involves 
thoughtful consideration, it involves being pragmatic with the theories that critical awareness 
harbor and importantly, utilise these theories as a foundation on which to develop productive 
classrooms that are inclusive, stimulating and most of all, safe for students to express how they 
interpret and understand the teaching.  
 
As indicated in Chapter One I refer to critical educational theory as a focus on the kinds of 
considerations grounded in Aboriginal and multicultural education, adult and tertiary learning, 
critical whiteness studies and anti-racism pedagogy. For some research traditions, especially 
those modeled on critical pedagogy, reflective practice is fundamental. Indeed, within 
educational theory it can be thought of as a vital component of ‘quality education’ because it 
serves as a paradigm of possibilities (see for example: Steinberg & Kincheloe, 1998; 
Kincheloe, 2004; Smyth, et al. 1999; Giroux, 1996). Using critical educational theory is 
enabling for both students and teachers alike, indeed, self-agency is developed because it opens 
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our eyes to create alternatives and invent new modes of teaching where applicable. To 
problematise aspects of their social world, to ask important sociological questions surrounding 
notions of identity, privilege and injustice, all too often are pivotal if teachers are to negotiate 
racism, essentialism and oppression (Steinberg, 2012; Freire, 1993). An important aspect of 
this practice is expressed effectively by Leonardo who says: “pedagogically speaking, quality 
education begins with a language of critique, at the heart of which is a process that exposes the 
contradictions of social life” (2004, p. 11). And again, ‘often’ there are contradictions because 
the teaching context is not something that is well defined in all instances. Classrooms vary and 
students have a multitude of different needs.  
 
The key themes surrounding sociocultural learning theory, attributed to Vygotsky (1896-
1934) give a view of what kinds of contradictions I might expect to encounter, it keeps me alert 
to the needs of students and a vehicle of reflection for my own sociohistorical self. Marginson 
and Anh Dang (2016, p.118) say that Vygotsky’s “zone of proximal development was nested 
in a sociocultural context in which humans were the subjects of sociohistorical and natural 
(biological) evolution, mediated by artefacts”. Certainly, culture and language play an 
important part in learning and I have been mindful of this within my journal writing and 
continue this within my process of analysis.  
 
As ideas that shape my own teaching practices, the following sections will present a series 
of quotes from practitioners who utilise critical educational theory (CET) and critical pedagogy 
in their many guises. The overlap in terminology will be evident in their important views for 
both critical teaching and critical researchers because they are both essentially processes of 
evaluation and analysis of educational practice.  
 
Significantly, both have been described as sibling traditions because they “encourage the 
development of a more democratic culture and active citizenry” (Peters, 2005, pp. 35-36) and 
they alert educators to a range of concepts which Malott submits will help them “make wise 
pedagogical and curricular decisions…” (2011, p. xlix) (see also previous quotes by Kincheloe, 
2004). Along the same lines Tripp says that: “Professional judgment is thus a matter of ‘expert 
guesses’ and has more to do with reflection, interpretation, opinion and wisdom than with mere 
acquisition of facts and prescribed ‘right answers’” (1993, p. 125). Masschelein (2004) for 
example, identifies CET as an investment in possibilities for inventing new ways of thinking 
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that act powerfully within educational practices. His suggestions are based on evidence 
suggesting that practice should be concerned with processes, effects and relationships of power 
in education, in order “to clarify the interdependency and interconnectedness between power 
processes and educational processes” (2004, p. 362). For Masschelein (2004) and others CET 
is concerned with critiquing processes that are embedded within practice such that they extend, 
transform, and ultimately question educational theory and its actual teaching practices 
(Masschelein, 2004).  
 
Interestingly, Ira Shor (1992) and particularly Giroux and McLaren (1998, p. 264) also place 
critical inquiries into the forefront of practice: “to confront the injustice of a particular society 
or sphere within society …and can be best understood in the context of empowerment of 
individuals”. For other theorists, it is the criticality of pedagogy that includes “a mode of 
deliberate inquiry seeking guarantees for the active and equal distribution of speaking and 
acting chances” (Peters, 2005, p. 48). But how is this going the help educators who find it 
difficult to adjust to the demographics present in many Australian schools? Is it by becoming 
more attuned, culturally aware or simply skilled? As Kalatzis and Cope say “educators need to 
be keen observers of change … we have the power to transform our classrooms and schools … 
as we embark on these transformations, we also make our own contribution to the 
transformation of the broader society” (2008, p. 33).  
 
It is said that critical educators “deserve tribute because of their passionate concern with 
social and educational reform …” (McLaren, 1989, p. 192) and that “advocates of critical 
pedagogy are aware at every minute of every hour that teachers teach, [that] they are faced with 
complex decisions concerning justice, democracy, and competing ethical claims” (Kincheloe, 
2004, p. 1). What equates with my own experience is that as a “process of socialization” 
(McInerney, 2009, p. 27) implicit within curriculum design or incorporated into a professional 
development strategy, spaces are created where critical pedagogy makes theory real for 
teachers’ practice in their classrooms. At the forefront of my own research and indeed teaching 
practices is the principal idea that theory must translate into practice. 
 
The notion of praxis (Freire, 1970) comes up again and again because it is such a powerful 
concept. It continuously seeks to bridge any divide between theory and practice and a vital 
component of this approach involves taking on the responsibility of self-interest, which implies 
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growth and learning in practice measured by what we know in theory. Burns’ (1995) idea that 
learners become actively involved, once they are involved, reflects this growing responsibility. 
Indeed, when they feel they are stakeholders, both students and their teachers engage more 
effectively in learning processes, turning their experiences towards continuous learning, when 
in spaces that readily accommodate such practices.  
 
Unfortunately, all too often feeling at odds with the learning process can tend to stifle 
motivation to learn. Papastephanou (2001, p. 71) points out, “in some respects alienation is 
neither avoidable in education nor wholly undesirable”. She further quotes Ira Shor (1992, p. 
20) who says: “in school and society, the lack of meaningful participation alienates workers, 
teachers, and students. This alienation lowers their productivity in class and on the job”. The 
point is that educators and students alike, who are empowered in their work will tend to make 
a difference in their classrooms because they identify with their practice and see the 
significance in everyday events, actions, and processes. This is something Foley (2000) 
embraces, essentially saying that engaged students feel that there is something in class for them 
to learn and hence they tend to enjoy the dynamic set up by effective teachers. In order to 
facilitate effective learning in students Foley further works with the ideas of Brookfield (1988, 
p. 9-20) who indicates proficient teachers are ones who instigate: “practices of voluntary 
participation, mutual respect, collaborative spirit, action and reflection, critical reflection and 
self-direction” (cited in Foley, 2000, p. 48). The inference made by Foley is that these practices 
are central to good teaching because not only are social context and human agency aspects of 
successful learning but simply “real teachers are those who think and act strategically and with 
commitment” (2000, p. 34).  
 
 Indicative of good learning and teaching spaces that I have experienced are those 
practitioners who develop their evaluative and interpretive skills, looking, as Brookfield says 
“at our practice from as many unfamiliar different angles as possible” (1995, p. 28). These 
skills often ‘weed out’ unpleasant or counterproductive tendencies such as not allowing enough 
question time or being overly zealous when giving feedback to student queries. No wonder 
some students just sit there and say nothing. Deciphering student needs through this process is 
significant, often, because alternatives to everyday practice, such as those based on habit, 
become more prevalent. In this sense a critical educator/researcher begins to question how 
things are and equip themselves to make changes where necessary. Of tremendous value is the 
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idea that self-evaluation is not meant as a calculating device upon which teachers “measure 
up” to some ephemeral standard (Smyth, 1989, p. 30) but that self-evaluation is a component 
of critical pedagogy; a concept and series of practices that “adopt a particular view about the 
nature of the relationship between knowledge, inquiry, experience and values in teaching” 
(Smyth, 1989 p. 31).  
 
Theories surrounding self-analysis for teachers, by teachers, is a practice many university 
educators endorse. Bracher for instance, advocates the needs of identity to be important above 
all as “significant factors in pedagogical failures …” (2006, p 135). In order to address potential 
failures Gorski carries this idea even further. As a multicultural educator he makes definite 
investments in understanding and modeling a continual “process of self-examination [to] … 
deeply explore the other dimensions of my identity: gender, sexual orientation, religion, social 
class, etc.” (2000, p. 6). What I understand most strongly here is the dynamic that exists 
between the needs of teachers themselves and the needs of students is such that educators must 
develop supportive classrooms in order for this to endure and evolve. One of the best ways this 
can be developed is through assessing the relationships between social power processes and 
educational processes as Masschelein (2004) professes. Others, such as Giroux (1996), 
McLaren (1998) and Kincheloe (2004) indicate that theories of educational practice cannot be 
seen to be separate from historical and social determinants but should in fact again be 
conceptualised as “a pedagogy of possibility” (Giroux, 1996, p. 105).  
 
I base my own understanding and practical stability on the critical pedagogies that reflect 
evidences thus gathered. How I assemble this evidence is through challenging classroom 
events, by asking what more could or should be done in order to make them more effective. 
Such thoughts are especially inspired through reading Kincheloe, who says: “Empirical 
knowledge comes from research based data derived from sense data/observations of various 
aspects of education … empirical knowledge about education enters into an even more 







Understanding Difference in Pre-Service Teacher Education Courses 
 
Calling for the development of a ‘critical complex epistemology’ of teacher education, 
Kincheloe (2004, p. 50) explains that such a vision “enables them (teachers) to diagnose 
individual and collective needs of their students and connect them to their pedagogical 
strategies and goals”. Brookfield (1988, p. 43) points out, that both Ira Shor (1980) and Jean 
Anyon (1982) recommend empirical grounding, theoretical explanation and social critique as 
essential elements for a critical pedagogy of teacher evaluation. Yet, in order “to produce in 
the coming generation the potential for social change and emancipation” (Mollenhauer, 1968, 
p. 67 8), the intentions of critical pedagogy must ultimately be seen as a form of social criticism 
“capable of thinking risky thoughts, that engages in a project of hope, and points to the horizon 
of ‘not yet’…” (Giroux & Simon, 1989, p. 240 9). This horizon, which I like to call an ‘event 
horizon’, looks forward to honing teaching practices through instigating a rigorous strategically 
equipped process of support and caring in terms of classroom diversity. It is cognisant of 
student needs. Such an effective event horizon is maintained when teachers consider the kinds 
of factors that might impede students’ educational outcomes in terms of identity; hence gender, 
socio-economic status and cultural background are crucial features in any pre-service teacher 
education course. I have included these foundational considerations because I see them as 
themes towards social change, through hope, attention and intention and also because they are 
features that prefigure in my own learning and are thus requirements of how I view quality 
educational practice.  
 
Based on the work of Allard and Santoro (2008) and D’Cruz (2007) social change is relevant 
for educators in present times because of the demographic changes occurring in Australian 
schools (Mills, 2009). Indeed, “as populations in contemporary Western societies grow more 
diverse, the need for teachers to better understand and work with difference productively 
becomes increasingly critical” (Mills, 2009, p. 277). In an attempt to make greater sense of her 
pre-service teachers’ dispositions towards social justice as a complex and yet necessary 
endeavour, Mills (2009) further points out that there is a significant onus on teacher education 
courses to make a difference through socially just education practices, especially where 
prevailing school or teacher dynamics seemingly in inadvertent ways exclude the learning 
 
8 cited in Masschelein (2004, p. 353).  
9 cited in Aveling, (2002, p. 121).  
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styles of minority students. Mills (2009, p. 278) suggested that “… failure … is no longer 
morally or socially acceptable”. Hence, we need to ask ourselves how it would feel if our own 
child came home hating their teacher and refusing to go back to school because the teacher 
undermines their identity. Leonardo brings this idea even further when he states, “As such, a 
critical pedagogy of white racial supremacy revolves less around the notions of the issues of 
unearned advantages, or the state of being dominant, and more around direct processes that 
secure domination and the privileges associated with it” (2004, p. 137).  
 
Marx and Pennington (2003) concur with the views of Sleeter (1992a, 1992b, 1993,1994, 
1995) regarding diversity. These, they say, have been “addressed through multicultural 
education for pre-service teachers” (2003, p. 92). They go on to indicate that it is thought such 
an “approach tends to broach the issues of racial and ethnic difference by focusing on the 
diversity children bring with them to the classroom” (Marx and Pennington, 2003, p. 92). 
Indeed, they, like others contend whether this goes far enough to ensure that diversity issues in 
teacher education courses are sufficiently addressed. (see for example: Aveling, 2001, 2002; 
Cahill, 2001; Ukpokodu, 2003; Allard & Santoro, 2005, 2008; Sonn, 2008). The debate 
continues with many parallel arguments brought to the fore by Mills (2009) and which are 
encapsulated by Ukpokodu (2003, p. 18) who highlights the view of various authors, describing 
what she calls “disturbing research on the efficacy of multicultural education on preservice 
teachers’ attitude towards diversity …” (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Nieto, 2004; Sleeter, 1995). 
Her research indicates great concern, encapsulated in her quote: “Preservice teachers, who have 
been socialized into the belief that racial minorities are intellectually incompetent, 
unknowingly undervalue, and underestimate the potentials of diverse students” (Ukpokodu, 
2003, p. 18). As a reflective practitioner, Ukpokodu is engaged in developing a critical 
approach to teacher education; she makes transparent what she calls the “inadequacy of some 
of [her] preservice teachers to competently teach all students, especially students of colour and 
from low-income backgrounds”. As a critical pedagogue she describes her work as a struggle 
to find: 
 
the most effective approach to develop in preservice teachers the critical 
consciousness and openness needed to engage in culturally responsive and 
responsible practice and to eliminate the deep-seated negative attitudes they often 




More recent work such as Maged (2011), questions what curriculum initiatives universities 
are making available for pre-service teachers to prepare them for culturally diverse classrooms. 
Suggestions range from socio-cultural competence, self-reflexivity, educating for anti-racism 
(Maged, 2011) and raising awareness about racialised oppression and exclusion (Sonn, 2008). 
From this it is clear that utilising critical educational theory and translating its various aspects 
into teaching practice remains one of the main challenges for teacher educators.  
 
In addition, given that pre-service teacher education students are adult learners, it is 
important that some of the literature surrounding adult learners and their characteristics are 
examined. Independent learning is a catchphrase used at my university and certainly presents 
a great challenge for many students. This does not, however, take away any of the 
responsibilities inherent in teacher education courses.  
 
 
Theories of Adult Learning 
 
A great deal of research has been conducted on adult learners and their learning 
characteristics to provide important indicators for effective education of adults at the tertiary, 
vocational and community education levels (see for example, Australian Council for 
Educational Research, 2011; Tennant, 1988; Harris et al., 1995; Burns, 1995; Willis, 1991). As 
a significant approach to adult education, andragogy (adult learning), a term dating back to the 
1950s and promoted by Knowles (1970), infers that adults have different learning needs to that 
of children. One source maintains that andragogy: 
 
emphasises the value of the process of learning. It uses approaches to learning 
that are problem-based and collaborative rather than didactic, and also emphasises 
more equality between the teacher and learner 10. 
 
Burns (1995) and Edwards (1997) invariably cite aspects of Knowles’ work (1970) when 
distinguishing between the teaching of adults and that of children. Burns, in particular, explains 
the different approaches: Pedagogy, he says is a “more content-based approach”, while 
andragogy is “more process-based”, and “presumed to be more appropriate when adults are the 
 




clients” (1998, p. 231). In effect, it was with some degree of idealism that Knowles (1970) 
established the concept of andragogy, because it “is constructed around the specific attributes 
of adults and the process of helping adults to learn” (cited in Edwards, 1997, p. 72). Because 
adults are such a diverse group assigning particular attributes to the ways in which they learn 
did not work as well as it might. Generalisations about adult learners utilises assumptions that 
are not always appropriate, and as Knowles, Holton and Swanson state “any facilitator of adult 
learners will tell you that adult learners are not as homogenous as the andragogical model 
implies … [and can promote] …incomplete descriptors of adult learning behaviour” (1998, p. 
153). Importantly, the teaching of adults, as distinct from the teaching of children pointed out 
that andragogy is said to be “associated with increasing maturity” and as Knowles (1970) cited 
by Edwards (1997, p. 72) suggests, must be remembered to include a recognition that:  
 
The self-concept moves from dependency towards self-direction; 
Experience becomes an increasing resource for learning; 
Learning is increasingly directed towards social roles – 
(e.g. in the workplace neighbourhood, parenting); 
Learning becomes less subject-centred and increasingly problem-centred. 
 
Similarly, Perlmutter (1988, 1989) mentions that assigning intelligence into definitive 
categories may do more harm than good. She stipulates, that “identifying major aspects of 
intelligence” will work in opportune ways if there is flexibility. Perlmutter proposes that (1) 
processing, (2) knowing and (3) thinking should be viewed as a three-tier model of intelligence 
and these, she adds are “helpful in understanding changes in intelligence across adulthood” 
(cited in Perlmutter and Hall, 1992, p. 249).  
 
Given the evidence, Burns (1995, p. 233) suggests that teachers must position adult learners 
as self-directing, their teaching should become more “student-centred; experience-based; 
problem-orientated and collaborative”. Educators do well to recognise individual learners’ 
needs, especially with regard to their learning styles (Kolb, 1981), their cognitive abilities and 
their prior knowledge or life experiences (Knowles, Holton and Swanson, 1998; Ackerman, 
1988). These considerations are vital for educators who wish to do well in adult education 
classrooms and by the same token advise that they should incorporate features such as “reasons 
for learning; focus of learning; motivation; dependence; the role of the teacher and resources 
utilised” (Burns, 1995, p. 239). Based on research provided by Houle (1980) and Tough (1968), 
Burns further outlines three different reasons why adults want to learn, and these are often 
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stated to be “goal-oriented; activity-oriented and learning-oriented searches for knowledge” 
(1995, p. 234). Conceptions of adult learning are vital within pre-service education and for this 
reason should be included in endeavours made towards quality teaching practices. They are 
important within the context of this research because often there arises the need to consider 
such processes over the unit content, for example.  
 
 
Promoting Learning Across Age Differences  
 
Teacher education units at my university cater for all age groups. For example, in my 
workshop sessions there have been educators who, working as teacher’s aids with over thirteen 
years’ experience, are finally completing their teaching degree. Hence there have been mature 
aged students who have decided on new career pathways and also youth who are still living at 
home with parents and are just one year out of high school. Sometimes classrooms are made 
up of a larger percentage of youth, or as I more often refer to them as ‘young adults’ 
(approximately 18 to 25 years old), over more mature aged students. While all students fall 
into the category of adult learners, the challenge has always been how to promote learning 
across the range of ages that complement their abilities, considering the fact that all students 
will have different life experiences and be at different developmental stages.  
 
Some research suggests a range of different approaches can be good indicators of what to 
expect with regards to student ability and identity. In order to know your students and their 
educational needs Permutter & Hall, (1992) argue that creativity and wisdom development are 
important concerns for effective teachers. Sugarman (1986) cites biological and psychosocial 
development based on Erikson’s (1980) life cycle theories as a viable guide. Smolak (1993, p. 
90), outlines Piaget’s cognitive development progression and makes a case for a redefinition 
of formal operational structures as the most “universal, coherent stage of development” in 
adulthood. According to Smolak’s research data, previous understanding defined “the formal 
operational thinker [as] able to transcend reality and think in abstract terms, no longer tied to 
concrete, tangible aspects of a problem” (1993, p. 90). Hence, creativity, courage, previous 
experience and or even willingness towards experimentation may be factors that need to be 




Importantly, research advises teachers to recognise some of the different perspectives on 
cognitive development (Piaget, 1983; Tennant, 1988 & 1991; Perlmutter and Hall, 1992; 
Knowles, et al., 1998) and acknowledges some of the models of intelligence that have been 
devised over the last fifty years or so. While these models will include those by Gardner 
(Multiple Intelligences, 1983), Piaget (Cognitive Development, 1983) and Schaie and Parham 
(Adult Intellectual Development, 1977) all are said to be especially pertinent when considering 
the course of adulthood and “changes in the use of knowledge” (Smolak 1993, p. 97). 
According to Knowles, et al. (1998, p. 175), cognitive development best maps the changes that 
occur and affect adult learners over time:  
 
• Changing the way they interpret new information; 
• Altering readiness for different learning experiences; 
• Creating differing view of interpretations of material; 
• Creating different degrees of meaningfulness for different people; 
• Creating different developmental learning tasks.  
 
As a general rule these kinds of perspectives work towards understanding adult learners 
better, without however, assigning fixed categorisations which can also be inappropriate within 
the concept of andragogy. According to Denzin and Lincoln (1998), where dialectical thinking 
is involved, the impulse towards discovery and acceptance of new information is always 
significant. The question is: does this not occur with all learners? Denzin and Lincoln (1998, 
p. 118) further compare “notions of freedom, practical reasoning … social change and social 
emancipation” by citing what Roberts calls “the unfolding of history and the inevitability of 
human progress” (1990, p. 283-284). Thus, it becomes a feasible proposition that adult students 
are more ‘able’ to guide the direction of their own lives based on what they know and 
understand around them – their experience. My own experience with students of all ages does 
not necessarily support this idea as I feel other factors are involved such as motivation, self-
awareness and the desire for learning.  
 
Utilising the ideas of Basseches (1984), Perlmutter and Hall (1985, p. 252), have an 
interesting approach. They suggest:  
 
 adults understand that only change is constant: they know that aspects of reality 
continuously change and evolve, and they maintain their equilibrium by repeatedly 




Perhaps there is some truth in this approach but again, in my experience younger adults are 
also able to display flexibility and an ability to change in the face of certain factors over older 
students who can become set in their ways. What is probably the most informative aspect of 
effective critical education, whether with children, young adults or older adults, is the 
development of a working relationship – irrespective of age. This view is summed up by 
Tennant, who says: “relationships, between teachers and adult learners should be participative 
and democratic and characterised by openness, mutual respect and equality” (1991, p. 4). 
Ideally, if teachers are able to open up to this, age differences, at least within the demographics 
of university classrooms, should not be a consideration.  
 
In concluding this section, I will return to the original statement of the challenges presenting 
educators of adult learners regarding teacher education and adult education. What has been 
suggested is that educators invest in a discovery process to know their students, in this way 
they are going to be better equipped to engage students across the range of ages even though 
there may be discernible differences that need to be appreciated. Subsequent classroom 
challenges might be best negotiated from a place of collaboration where acknowledgement, 
patience and equitable tuition is delivered.  
 
 
The Role of Universities 
 
Transcending the semantics of pedagogy and andragogy is the notion of lifelong learning 
that aspires “to the ideal of creating a ‘learning society’ … so as to ensure that all Australians 
ha[ve] access to good quality learning opportunities throughout their lives” (Whyte & Crombie, 
1995, p. 101-102). Indeed, the image of lifelong learning has undergone significant changes. 
The neo-liberal context as pointed out by Rizvi in his paper Lifelong Learning: Beyond Neo-
Liberal Imaginary (2007, para.1) argues that its conceptualisation has become inherently 
involved in systems of labour management with workers who it states “are motivated by 
concerns of industrial productivity and self-capitalization, and … are able to adapt to constant 
change, driven mostly by new technologies”. Situated between political and educational 




… that connects the traditional field of adult education (in either conservative, 
humanistic or radical forms) with the political and economic interest in training 
adults for the global economy (Fleming, 2011, p. 1). 
 
Preferably, as Candy, Crebert & O’Leary (1994) suggest it is most likely that universities 
fulfil these important roles, in part by reflecting quality educational processes in order to keep 
up with what Fleming refers to as “rapid social and technological change” (2011, p. 1). While 
not explicit these roles can be interpreted within the (then) sitting Higher Education Council 
(HEC), which argues that educational providers incorporate:  
 
A vibrant higher education system fulfilling its obligations to the community 
through its traditional roles – the preservation, transmission and advancement of 
knowledge, of learning and thinking – while acting as a center for the critical social 
and cultural analysis and debate of important issues is therefore one of the 
indispensable elements in a civilised society (cited in Candy, et al., 1994, p. 19, 
Higher Education Council (HEC), 1990, p. 1).  
 
Later research, however, indicates that these ideals have undergone essential changes and 
the implications for educators are now weighted towards connecting learners’ needs with the 
development of economic prerogatives. This should again alert educators to the changes 
education providers continue to encounter. For example, based on the work of Field (2005) 
Fleming states: 
 
the danger for adult education is that this mantra will provide a veneer of 
respectability granting its users the dubious benefit of public approval but offering 
nothing more than human resource development. Lifelong learning is in reality a 
cultural and educational revolution. Learning in childhood and youth is not now 
sufficient, if it ever was, but the governments of the world instead want to change 
the culture of families and workplaces so that in these places learning will be 
encouraged, individual responsibility for that learning supported and in this way 
individuals and families become a driving force for economic development (2011, 
p. 1).  
 
Without doing themselves out of a job, universities and their educators cannot escape these 
all-pervasive directives. However, a critical paradigm is especially important here because it 
involves exploring those emancipatory aspects of lifelong learning that empower individuals 
as people rather than just productive workers. In educational practice, these skills are necessary 
for students to participate in the world, either through the workplace as some models suggest 
or through the development of individual self-fulfilment, through increasing ability and an 
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upgrading of skills (Cropley, 1977). The inference here is that in order to create a dynamic 
classroom, the facilitation of a critically engaged learning must model certain goals, 
compliances and questioning processes. In light of pre-service education students entering the 
workplace, these are processes that should not escape the consideration of their educators or 
indeed, the students themselves. The processes implied are discussed in numerous articles 
about teacher education units, the lengths they go to in order to prepare graduates and the 
implications this has for critical practice (see for example: Mills, 2009; James, 2010; Shore & 
Halliday-Wynes, 2006; Ukpokodu, 2003). The perspective taken in this thesis appreciates 
lifelong learning as a continuous educational and individualised journey, for whatever ultimate 
aims, or compliance with the workforce, it might entail.  
 
 
Self-Directed Learning  
 
An extensive amount of research has contributed to the literature about self-directed, self-
regulated and facilitated learning. Within the context of adult education, Burns (1995, p. 226) 
argues that adulthood comes when the self-concept takes on self-responsibility “or being self-
directing”. Zimmerman (1989, p. 73) says “self-regulation can be defined as self-generating 
thoughts, feelings, and actions for attaining academic goals”. Foley (2000, p. 46) follows this 
trend when explaining that “the idea of learning being facilitated rather than taught has been 
linked in adult education theory and practice to the notion of adults directing their own learning 
rather than having it directed by teachers”. As fundamental as it sounds, another idea is taking 
responsibility for ones’ educational practice, just as developing “critical insight, independent 
thought and reflective analysis” (Tennant, 1988, p. 7) has been also argued. Often these 
attributes do not come naturally for many students, or their educators for that matter. There 
needs to be ample reason why they should want to undertake such a venture. What is reasoned 
within much of the literature is that supportive learning environments facilitate dialogue and 
often utilise a combination of instructional modes, guided activities and good teaching. Hilty, 
for example astutely states: “good teachers create a positive atmosphere for dialogue, reflection 
and debate … not surprisingly, good teachers are also good learners” (1995, p. 103).  
 
Others (Biggs & Moore 1993; Duffy & Cunningham; 1996) confirm that the construction 
of knowledge is preferable over attempting to simply inject knowledge into students. 
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Constructivism, as it “facilitate[s] collaborative discovery of socio-cultural experience” (Duffy 
& Cunningham, 1996, p. 171) is an educational technique that has great potential to 
contextualise learning activities within students’ own educational field of study, lived 
experiences and involves “democratic decision-making processes” (Campbell & Burnady, 
2001, p. 1). Campbell and Burnady also contend that these kinds of educational processes 
involve participatory education that is “a collective effort in which participants are committed 
to building a just society through individual and social transformation and ending domination 
through changing power relations” (2001, p. 1). Becoming effective in these kinds of 
endeavours, seeing eye to eye with students, listening to them and creating learning 
environments that are collaborative is essential if a sense of agency or positive self-concept is 
to be fostered. Brookfield (1995) explains that these environments are places where student 
voices can express their concerns, their understanding and they are vital in participatory 
education. Hence, valuing students as individuals, constantly considering how to help them 
develop a sense of agency (Brookfield, 1995, p. 46; Feather, 1990) and self-efficacy (Bandura, 
1977, 1982, 1986, 1989; 1994) is an important aspect of both collaborative and participatory 
education. Through these avenues of tuition, learners are helped to locate information within 
their own teaching/learning milieu (see previous sections). Bandura states: 
 
A strong sense of efficacy enhances human accomplishment and personal well-
being in many ways. People with high assurance in their capabilities approach 
difficult tasks as challenges to be mastered rather than as threats to be avoided 
(1994, p. 1).  
 
This is an interesting comment in light of adult learning and the occurrence of resistance to 
aspects of pre-service teacher education courses that I will discuss in a later chapter. It 
highlights once again how educators need to be mindful of servicing students’ needs across the 
age range.  
 
For both constructive and participatory practice, a pivotal point of awareness should involve 
developing a sense of pride in achievement and self-recognition – importantly both are 
developed through self-efficacy or a positive sense of one’s capability. Paramount for 
educators and hence this thesis is the persuasive argument that, “teachers and trainers must 
transform themselves into facilitators, enabling, encouraging, guiding, coaching and mentoring 
aspiring learners” (Burns, 1995, p. 230). These aspects of teaching practice are relevant in order 
to create an effective and inspirational teaching and learning situation, not only for teachers of 
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adult learners, but for all students. Quality teaching can only be done effectively when there is 
an awareness of the life experiences students identify with and the students’ social values is 
included (Craven, 1999, 2011). Indeed, these aspects of teaching are important within the 
repertoire of skills teachers possess. Teaching inclusively knows, almost instinctively, that 
educational issues such as racism that can have such an enormous impact on learners and there 
is the need to have it ‘ruptured’ open and examined successfully (Powell, 2001; Aveling, 2002), 
not only in the classroom but as it reflects the wider social environment. Educators’ work such 
as that by Jane Elliot, from the nineteen sixties through to the present, really confront whether 
such teaching can happen.  
 
Classroom dynamics, current news, the social values present in the classroom are all vitally 
important, hence, without at least acknowledging the range of social diversity in the classroom, 
it is doubtful that really safe teaching and learning can occur for all participants. And yet an 
effective teaching environment hinges on facilitating these kinds of teaching settings.  
 
 
Multicultural and Social Justice Education 
 
As indicators of the social life of classrooms and important as constructs to address many 
of the questions raised in this research – such as how to become a better teacher in social justice 
pre-service teacher education classrooms – the study of multicultural and social justice 
education are essential steps. This section will discuss a selection of literature that is central to 
the two concepts; multicultural education and social justice education. The suggestion that 
these two concepts are inextricably joined through their commitment to cultural inclusivity and 
social equity in Australian schools is found in the research of Cahill (2001) and Kalanzis & 
Cope (2008), although others recommend its inclusion in effective teacher education programs 
irrespective of nation (see for instance: Jakubowicz, 2009; Aveling, 2002, 2010; Brandon, 
2003; Ukpokodu, 2003). In Australia, Cahill suggests that the years 1979 – 1986 saw the 
pinnacle of multicultural education because there was a national focus on multiculturalism. He 
commented that at this time, research focused on educational support programs with particular 
interest in “immigrant children and social mobility, the educational performance of particular 
ethnic groups, the education and social experiences of ethnic minority female students from 




At one time, a national policy, multiculturalism in Australia journeyed through various 
policy option papers to eventually defend the beginnings of social justice and assert that the 
voices of a diverse society be given equitable treatment and expression (Jamrozik, et al., 1995). 
The literature suggests that multiculturalism emerged on the education scene as early as 1972, 
with an important early step occurring in 1978 with the Galbally report that endeavoured to 
“ensure equal opportunity and equality of access to services for all members of society …” 11. 
According to Jamrozik et al., (1995, pp. 97-99) this was followed by the National Agenda for 
a Multicultural Australia (Office of Multicultural Affairs, 1989). While each of the subsequent 
reports contained various recommendations, the Office of Multicultural Affairs closely defines 
how multiculturalism came to be viewed: 
 
Cultural identity: the right for all Australians, within carefully defined limits, to 
express and share their individual cultural heritage, including language and religion 
and Social justice: the right of all Australians to equality of treatment and 
opportunity; and the removal of barriers of race, ethnicity, culture, religion, 
language, gender or place of birth (Office of Multicultural Affairs, 1989, cited in 
Jamrozik, et al., 1995, pp. 97-99). 
 
Cahill (2001) sees aspects of multicultural education as a political reaction to diverse 
classrooms, where students’ cultural and linguistic needs are “incorporated” into policy and 
programs (2001, p. 27). Aveling argues that, “multiculturalism must transcend simple 
demographics” and asks “Ought it to be something that is concerned with social justice as part 
and parcel of a liberal democracy?” (2010, p. 337). As a critical educator, she declares a 
conception of social justice in education that strives for equitable outcomes instead of simple 
‘equal opportunity’. Aveling’s observations reflect the ideas of Tungaraza (2004) who infers 
that even though Australians like to depict themselves as “fair and just”, it should be understood 
however, that social justice is “… the recognition that same treatment – or equal opportunity – 
does not necessarily produce equitable outcomes” (Aveling, 2010, p. 339). An earlier definition 
(South West Africa Case, International Court of Justice, 1966, cited in De Plevitz, 2007, p. 58) 
still holds true for educators as it does the judiciary, “what is equal should be treated equally, 







How to address diversity and classroom disadvantage effectively is an important topic raised 
by pre-service teachers. One suggestion is that by utilising the approaches of multicultural 
educators such as Nieto (2004), Banks (2007) and in some respects Gorski (2000), teachers 
and schools will tend to be more informed about teaching diverse classrooms. Banks argues 
that effective multicultural education can be achieved through a number of educational goals 
and directions, ideally to provide opportunities for all students. He sees multicultural education 
as “a process because its goals are ideals that teachers and administrators should constantly 
strive to achieve” (Banks, 2007, p. 1). Banks outlines five dimensions of multicultural 
education that should be considered by teachers and administrators:  
 
… they should use content from diverse groups when teaching concepts and 
skills, help students to understand how knowledge in various disciplines is 
constructed, help students to develop positive intergroup attitudes and behaviours, 
and modify their teaching strategies so that students from different racial, cultural 
and social-class groups will experience equal educational opportunities. The total 
environment and culture of the school must also be transformed so that students 
from diverse ethnic and cultural groups will experience equal status in the culture 
and life of the school (Banks, 2007, p. 1).  
 
Moreover, Nieto asserts that “culture is central to learning” and affirms that “multicultural 
education can have a great impact on students’ attitudes and behaviours” (2004, p. 345). 
Importantly, she describes four areas of potential school conflict that would impede teachers’ 
attempts to incorporate multicultural education in the classroom. These areas are “racism and 
discrimination, structural conditions in schools that may limit learning, the impact of culture 
on learning, and on language diversity” (Nieto, 2004, p. 345). For Nieto, an important issue is 
the challenge for multicultural educators to move beyond the practice of tolerance, stating that, 
“tolerance is actually a low level of multicultural support, reflecting as it does an acceptance 
of the status quo but with slight accommodations to difference” (1994, p. 1). Instead, the 
concept of tolerance can be used as a way to foster more acceptance and respect within schools 
through affirming diversity in both schools with students from different cultural backgrounds 
and for more homogeneous schools. Such teaching became grounded in culturally responsive 
teaching, an approach coined by Gloria Ladson-Billings (1995, p. 469) who says  
 
effective pedagogical practice is a theoretical model that not only addresses 
student achievement but also helps students to accept and affirm their cultural 
identity while developing critical perspectives that challenge inequities that schools 
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(and other institutions) perpetuate. I term this pedagogy culturally relevant 
pedagogy. 
 
Proponents of the Education Alliance at Brown University, Trumbull and Pacheco, argue 
that culturally responsive teaching and cultural competence are composite practices and 
abilities, designed to recognise, empower, and interact “with learners’ cultural values, 
knowledge and ways of learning” (2005, p. 93). Drawing on the works of Ladson-Billings, 
herself a strong advocate for culturally inclusive educational provision, the Education Alliance 
12 outlines the main characteristics of a culturally responsive teaching (Ladson-Billings, 1994) 
approach:  
 
1. Positive perspectives on parents and families 
2. Communication of high expectations 
3. Learning within the context of culture 
4. Student-centred instruction 
5. Culturally mediated instruction 
6. Reshaping the curriculum Teacher as facilitator. 
 
However didactic the above list seems, effective multicultural education requires 
considerable attention as Gorski attests. Any strategic approach to teacher education entails, an 
active “process of introspection and self-examination regarding race and other dimensions of 
identity” (Gorski, 2000, p. 1). He found that he can become a much better advocate of identity 
exploration, which is a pivotal component of his “prejudice-elimination and self-growth” 
programs (2000, p. 1). Built into these programs of self-growth and self-reflection, educators 
such as Gorski have uncovered resistance to exploring multicultural issues in any depth by 
those people who essentially identify racially as white. In response to this he examines an 
aspect of self that he names the “luxury of whiteness: the ability to see myself as neutral and 
thus excuse myself from any responsibility for addressing racial issues in education, society in 
general, and most importantly, myself” (2000, p. 1). This is not an easy endeavour, however, 
he sees this as a way in which multicultural educators can position themselves to examine their 
role in racial oppression, prejudice and importantly, racial assumptions. Hence, the 
implementation of multicultural education poses some interesting questions for educators. 







to be a challenge. Often, as Gorski (2000, p. 1) points out, depth of exploration is not readily 
evident in practice. 
 
 Like Nieto’s research on tolerance, others such as Cahill (2001) and Aveling (2010) 
investigate what seems to be the predominant multicultural approach in many schools. This 
they respectively argue, hinges on what they refer to as a ‘life-styles’ approach to multicultural 
education, which is seen as a tokenistic way of incorporating diverse identity into schools. 
Aveling (2010) contends this does not address the problems faced in classrooms with students 
from many different family backgrounds and life experiences. What is lacking in policy and 
by default in schools, is a ‘life-chances’ approach, whose focus is to ensure all students’ cultural 
backgrounds be represented in schools, have equitable educational opportunities and outcomes 
“with the emphasis on enhancing life chances and on developing skills for diversity and 
socially powerful knowledge” (Cahill, 2001, p.  57). The implications this has for critical 
teaching are profound because if teachers / schools are to work towards addressing disparities 
in the classroom, greater dialogue needs to be present, both in schools and teacher education 
programs, “… to incorporate the diverse voices and diverse histories, ensuring a voice of 
indigenous (sic) and immigrant minority groups …” (Cahill, 2001, p. 56).  
 
Interestingly, Aveling (2010) also points to aspects of multiculturalism in Australia that are 
‘unresolved’ and ‘contradictory’, inferring that as much as the multicultural banner is inclusive 
of Australia’s diversity, Indigenous Australians have tended to be excluded from this equation. 
In short, multicultural policies have been a cause of some concern for Indigenous peoples 
(Dunn, et al., 2010). Aveling utilises the arguments put forward by Tom Calma (2008), then 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner, who declares that the 
differences between Aboriginal issues and that of ethnic minority groups are such that one is 
“about allowing people from different cultures to participate and contribute to the wider society 
on equal footing” (2010, p. 341) and the other is “acknowledgement of the central place of 
Indigenous people in society, and the injustice and harm that still befalls us as a result” 
(Aveling’s intext citation Calma, 2008, para. 48). “Multiculturalism” Calma states, “is an 
inadequate response to the history of dispossession and exclusion that Indigenous people have 
faced” (2008, para. 37). The heart of the matter is represented by Aveling and stated in part by 
Calma (2008), who asserts that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people do not necessarily 
want to be “seen as another group of ethnics” simply because they want to be included within 
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a multicultural Australia (2010, p. 341). Calma suggests that culturally inclusive education is 
socially just and acknowledges “democratic principles of human rights, social justice, and 
equality before the law for everyone regardless of their gender, culture, religion, or national 
origin” (Calma, 2008 cited in Aveling, 2010, p. 341). 
 
 
Addressing Institutional Racism 
 
A number of important research papers have been in circulation that indicate the structural 
factors such as institutional racism which continue to present significant structural barriers to 
many students’ success. Research by Tangen and Spooner-Lane (2008) and Craven (2011) for 
example, show how both Indigenous students and students for whom English is a Second 
Language, experience institutional racism in classrooms that should be providing valuable 
learning experiences. This form of racism is experienced by students through their culture and 
language being not well understood and their abilities misinterpreted by teachers. Indeed, as 
Cavanagh (cited in Craven, 1999, p. 154) points out “institutional racism … has been 
particularly evident in the teaching of Australian history, where the curriculum, resources and 
teacher attitudes have combined to reinforce the policies of government”. This is evident in 
Government policies that do not provide adequate support mechanisms for disadvantaged 
students. Where some attempt is made to address such issues, De Plevitz (2007) outlines that 
many of the structural problems inherent in educational systems do not intend to be racist but 
inadvertently normalise practices that are alienating to some students. Connections can be 
made between these ‘normalised practices’ − the ugly side of racism − that often by default, is 
denied by educators, are known to disadvantage in quite profound ways (Vigliante, 2007; 
Malin & Maidment, 2003). Indeed, the consequences inherent in some educational policies and 
practices that contain indirect elements of discrimination all too often have serious implications 
for individual students, for parents, teachers and peers alike. De Plevitz states:  
 
The most tragic aspect of systemic racism is that failure to conform to the norms 
of the dominant group is interpreted both within and outside the disadvantaged 
group as being the result of ‘natural’ forces (2007, p. 66). 
 
While systemic and institutional racism can be thought of to be one and the same, in this 
context the above statement makes apparent the responsibility teachers have towards students 
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and how this responsibility can have a direct influence on social groups in school. What 
teachers do in class is an important topic of social justice education because if teachers are able 
to identify students who are at risk of failing the standard curriculum, that is, students who are 
disadvantaged, then they must be able to acknowledge the disadvantage in the first place and 
make considered efforts towards more inclusive practices. One of the most important socially 
just approaches that teachers can utilise is encapsulated by Vigliante (2007) who advocates for 
a ‘needs-based’ system to ensure that all students receive what they require from teaching staff 
and the learning environment. Vigliante makes direct references towards education providers, 
namely, schools and other institutions where Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students 
continue to experience relative disadvantage compared to their non-Aboriginal Australian 
counterparts, she also argues for wider opportunity and outcome objectives … specifically 
through a focus on “educating all students for social justice and anti-racism through programs 
of anti-racism education” (2007, p. 104) in all schools.   
 
Also reflecting current times, it is significant, Berman and Paradies (2008) argued, that 
many forms of racism are due to a narrow definition of multiculturalism, which they contend 
often omits anti-racism in policy. The resulting consequence is the existence of racism in 
schools (see for example: Asia Education Foundation, Resource 56, p. 1; racismnoway website 
13) which again, is often not well understood by teachers.  It is for this reason Racism continues 
to present a substantial issue for the education of new teachers and in-service teachers alike. In 
some studies, the lived experiences of disadvantaged students tend not to be appreciated by 
many mainstream professionals who harbour the desire, if not determination, to treat all 
students equally but therefore not equitably (Santoro, 2005). This is often coupled with a 
marked shying away from exploring the impacts and incidence of racism in schools; a view 
reflected in Anti-racism in schools: A Question of Leadership (Aveling, 2007), which explored 
the attitudes of individual school principals towards racism, and is indicative of resistance by 
teachers and administrative staff to explore racism beyond its essentialist interpretation 
(Aveling, 2002). 
 
An Indigenous voice on these matters, especially with serious regard to pre-service teacher 
education programs aimed at specific anti-racism pedagogy, is heard from Chris Sarra (2003, 





educational programs, Sarra, one-time principal at Cherbourg Primary School and founder of 
the Strong and Smart Institute, offers teachers a workable model. His model of anti-racism 
pedagogy is based on the premise that student failure is not culturally specific but is indeed 
connected to how teachers engage the potential inherent in students. For Aboriginal students 
who tend to have their needs least well served by mainstream schools, this is especially 
pertinent. His Strong and Smart adage was developed in an effort to address systemic failings 
and other demeaning categorisations of students … like being a particular kind of learner due 
to ones’ cultural identity. Essentially aimed at righting Indigenous disadvantage, Sarra and 
colleagues (2003, 2011, 2014) developed strategies in line with the IHER model of education. 
Importantly, this is one that maintains a strong connection to identity, “community leadership 
and relationships that acknowledge strength, capacity and the right to access opportunity” 
(IHER, 2012, pp. 200-201). Indeed, recent reports such as the above quoted Review of Higher 
Education Access and Outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People stipulates 
that one of the key challenges for educators is “changing low expectations held of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander students by teachers and schools” (IHER, 2012, p. 199). Strong and 
Smart is, however, also a system that can be utilised in many instances where marginalised 
groups have their needs curtailed through reasons beyond their control and therefore forms an 
essential component in effective anti-racism, anti-discrimination education.  
 
In effect, teachers who utilise a range of critical approaches in their work are those who 
explore identity axes; they push boundaries and reflect the inner most workings of their 
practice. They are teachers who challenge racism and its variant forms through distinct goals 
and social justice ideals (Gorski, 2001; Vigliante, 2007) and utilise social justice either as a 
research model or practice platform to address disparities in educational practice. What can be 
clearly seen is that antiracism pedagogy and its composite approaches such as multicultural 
and social justice education work at the frontiers of both research and practice. Education 
theorist Henry Giroux conceptualises this as “border pedagogy” (1992, 2005) which is seen in 
similar ways to Gorski (2000) who dissects personal identity boundaries. Both exemplify 
approaches in education that challenge educators to move towards deep and introspective 
critical self-reflection, to re-evaluate currently entrenched values and ideologies. Importantly, 
Giroux, (2005, p. 29) wrote:  
 
… border pedagogy is a process that is intent on challenging existing boundaries 
of knowledge and creating new ones, border pedagogy offers the opportunity for 
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students to engage the multiple references that constitute different cultural codes, 
experiences and languages. This means educating students to both read these codes 
historically and critically while simultaneously learning the limits of such codes, 
including the ones they use to construct their own narratives and histories… 
students should engage knowledge as border-crossers, as people moving in and out 
of borders constructed around coordinates of difference and power. 
 
In order to improve student outcomes, it is teachers as researchers who must invest in a 
greater understanding of these dynamic frontiers. However, frontiers need not be thought of as 
extremities. Drawing on the work of Ritzer (2009), Grant and Zwier (2011, p. 182) define some 
of the understandings involved in “Intersectionality … such as those based on race/ethnicity, 
gender, religion, nationality, sexual orientation, class, special or disability”. These concepts are 
seen as important aspects specific to different forms of oppression, in that they “interrelate 
creating a system of oppression that reflects the intersection of multiple forms of discrimination 
…” (Ritzer, 2009, p. 1). Hence, understanding how these multiple forms of discrimination 
interrelate in any given classroom is essential for teachers if they are to practice social justice. 
Furthermore, the lived experiences of individuals form the fundamental components of who 
people are and how they view the world around them. While this is given special importance 
in adult education it is of vital importance for teacher educators at all levels. Indeed, teachers 
should know how to teach about inequity and racism in schools, the importance of addressing 
the needs of multiple identities, and be aware of how their own educational institutions and 
teaching staff facilitate research in these areas (see for example, Australian Bureau of Statistics, 
2011; Aveling, 2007; Bereford, 2003; Malin, 1990).  
 
It should be noted that multicultural, social justice and anti-racism education do not 
necessarily impose extra demands on teachers. They should not be seen as something that needs 
to be tolerated because of some ‘politically correct’ prerogatives or aimed to make teachers’ 
work more of a challenge as I have heard suggested. What is proposed in recent research is 
inclusive teaching that advocates learning systems based on “positive dispositions towards 
diversity” (Dunn et al., 2010, p. 27); attitudinal and belief assessment (Walker, Shafer and 
Liams, 2004); critical reflection (Brookfield, 1995; Smyth, 1989; Giroux, 1992, 2005; Gorski, 
2001); addressing the notion of deficit thinking (Sarra, 2003, 2011, 2014; Brandon, 2003); and 
most importantly, respect and acknowledgement of student diversity (Jackson-Barrett, 2010; 
Santoro, 2005). These aspects give teachers more job satisfaction but often ask for learning 
59 
 
systems that are supportive of student needs through acknowledging, respecting and affirming 
cultural diversity in the classroom.  
 
 
Critical Whiteness Studies and Critical Race Theory  
 
Morrison (1991), Frankenberg (1993), Ladson-Billings (1995) and Levine-Rasky (2000) 
are early theorists of whiteness. Since that time the development and critique of whiteness 
studies can be found in the work of many authors. Central to its foundation, critical whiteness 
studies propose challenges to otherwise unproblematic aspects of identity, namely, whiteness 
as a racial category that reflects notions of privilege.  
 
Critical whiteness, refers to “turning the gaze inward” (Aveling, 2006, p. 57). It is a part of 
a bigger project “to avert the critical gaze from the racial object to the racial subject; from the 
described and imagined to the describers and imaginers; from the serving to the served” 
(Morrison, 1991, p. 90). Giroux calls it a challenge to move beyond “monolithic, self-contained 
and deeply racist, subjectivities or points of identification” (1997, p. 384). The central issue is 
that a “critique of whiteness”, as proposed by Bhabha (1998, p. 21) “… attempts to displace 
the normativity of the white position by seeing it as a strategy of authority rather than an 
authentic or essential ‘identity’” (cited in Ganley, 2003, p. 13). Ganley further states that 
critical studies should expose whiteness as a “racialised position amongst many, rather than 
the norm against which others are measured” and argues for its use in education to “destabilise 
white race privilege” (Ganley, 2003, p. 13). More recently the research of Jupp and Lensmire 
(2016) confirm this continues to be an important educational concern.  
 
Crucial aspects of whiteness studies in education can be seen to have had its beginnings in 
addressing racism. It involves educators moving out of their comfort zone, situating 
themselves, most importantly, to where they are able to orchestrate greater understanding of 
the range of educational concepts important to critical theory in practice. These are the very 
practical concerns that have been discussed throughout this chapter. Critical whiteness studies 
tend to disrupt ideological standpoints, and this is seen to be an advantage in inclusive 
educational practices. It serves to encapsulate the range of educational theories that reflect the 
perceptions that many teachers have about concepts such as oppression, privilege and anti-
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racism pedagogy (see for example: Gunstone, 2009; Gorski, 2007; Aveling, 2004; Brandon, 
2003; Marx & Pennington, 2003; Hytten & Warren, 2003; Levine-Rasky, 2000). 
 
Marx and Pennington contend that the study of critical whiteness is an important component 
of a critical teacher education and it is used, as they state, “to openly address Whiteness and 
White racism with our White students to help them become more aware of the advantages and 
biases inherent in their positionality as White teachers” (2003, p. 91). Importantly, the 
inference should be drawn that the study of whiteness, as a powerful way to initiate anti-racism 
education is therefore a strategic approach to effective multicultural understanding, which is 
socially just.  
 
When Aveling asked her teacher education students, “have you ever thought about what it 
means to be white” (2004, p. 69) the affirmative responses surprised her. However, the overall 
depth in which students were able to follow up this questioning, to “move beyond feelings of 
guilt, fear and alienation” (2004, p. 69) is indicative of what Aveling further contends is a lack 
of “strategies and resources” students have when giving this kind of questioning any strength.  
 
Of primary concern in much of the literature is the complexity this topic unravels for 
educators and while it is practised in order to ensure that marginalised students have access to 
opportunities comparable to their mainstream counterparts, it is nevertheless, dependent upon 
continued research and the development of adequate teacher education programs. Levine-
Rasky comments: 
 
Multicultural or anti-racism education are the usual institutional responses to 
this form of educational inequity. These programmes attempt to increase educators’ 
knowledge about forms of racism in the educational system and in classroom 
interactions. However, they have had limited success in ameliorating inequitable 
educational outcomes for marginalised students (2000, p. 271).  
 
Aveling (2004) tackles the notion of limited success and equates it with an analysis of her 
own praxis. Her response reflects the complexities and contradictions inherent in attempts to 
prepare pre-service teachers for classroom diversity. Aveling (2004) encapsulates the 
educational aims of whiteness studies: “to develop an explicitly anti-racist consciousness … to 
examine how the boundaries of ethnicity, race and power make visible how whiteness functions 
as a social construction that is specific to its historical and social location” (paragraph, 1). In 
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much the same way Ukpokodu (2003), Mills (2009) and Sonn (2008) take up similar challenges 
by attempting to make sense of pre-service teacher dispositions through exploring aspects of 
teacher education from the perspective of multicultural and critical whiteness studies. Sonn 
(2008, p. 155) for example, suggests that the “critical capacities of students” require “more 
than single semester subjects” in order to be effective because students “often engage in 
oppressive practices and invest in whiteness” when introduced to this concept. Mills (2009, p. 
278) cites important authors such as Sleeter (1995) who advises that “many pre-service 
teachers enter and exit these stand-alone cultural diversity courses unchanged, often reinforcing 
their stereotypical perceptions of self and others in the process”. Still, even with these reports, 
there is “compelling reason to prepare pre-service teachers for diversity”, irrespective of the 
range of “learning experiences, challenges, and dilemma associated with teaching from a 
critical pedagogical stance” (Ukpokodu, 2003, p. 17).  
 
In a similar context Hytten and Warren address the questions surrounding students’ 
engagement in “the political and social power of whiteness” and how it “gets inscribed and 
reified in our [teachers’] practices” (2003, p. 65). This is a pivotal research because it typifies 
the efforts critical educators make when examining how whiteness continues to assume 
normalised and dominant positioning in schools and teacher perceptions. Extending this study 
further, a significant paper by Gunstone needs mention because he looks at the practices of 
whiteness within “governance, policies, cultural awareness courses, employment, research, 
curriculum and student support systems” (2009, p. 1) and in so doing explores the impact of 
whiteness on Indigenous peoples, another otherwise marginalised group, of which educators 
need to be aware. 
 
What is evident is that the efforts of critical whiteness studies within initial teacher education 
aims to facilitate the skills to negotiate and work effectively with difference. At the tertiary 
level, education programming underscores explicit anti-racist pedagogy (Santoro, Kalmer & 
Reid, 2001; Brandon, 2003; Marx & Pennington, 2003; Solomon, et al., 2005; Santoro, 2005) 
which often involves modelling one’s behaviour around becoming a ‘white ally’ (Aveling, 
2004; Kivel, 2006). On the website for Tatum (1994) flash cards provided an excellent starting 
point for discussing Racism 14. Such important teaching models have been around for a while 





in society, how it is intrinsic to social justice education and how they can become actively 
supportive in working against anti-racism as a precursor to injustice.  
 
In this chapter I have discussed the ideas that have shaped my practice and outlined the 
importance of critical educational theory. A number of considerations for initial teacher 
education were examined, in particular, critical social/educational theory, critical pedagogy 
and understanding classroom difference. These formed the main components of educational 
practice that is inclusive of classroom diversity. In another section I examined at some of the 
perspectives to be considered within the context of adult and tertiary education, namely the 
education of adult learners. I argue that the notion of lifelong learning is significant even though 
it carries neo-liberal connotations.   
 
The strengths, however, arguably outweigh any disadvantages. Self-directed learning and 
self-efficacy may be developed and occur throughout a person’s lifetime. The implementation 
of critical pedagogy in pre-service teacher education classrooms was then represented by the 
inclusion of multicultural and social justice educational standards. Here a brief report of the 
beginnings of multicultural education, social justice, addressing institutional racism and the 
workings of critical whiteness studies exposed the critical nature of the teaching context. 
Indeed, these are the ideas that influence my teaching and research practices and presented 
many of the challenges that the teaching can entail for teachers themselves.  
 
My next chapter will provide a more in-depth outline of the methodological basis of this 
research project. I will introduce the work of Smyth, Down, McInerney, & Hattam, (2014); 
Tripp (1993, 2012) and others to indicate how aspects of Critical Reflective Practice (Smyth, 
et al. 1999) can be utilised to benefit teachers’ effectiveness in education classrooms when 
critical teaching events occur. This reproduces the view that teachers who are introspective 
about their work, through an examination of their teaching approaches are those who are 








Methodological Approaches to my Research  
 
This chapter illustrates the methods and interpretive frameworks I chose to explore and 
report on my research questions. I ask: 
 
• How can I become a better teacher educator and maintain my effectiveness in the face 
of student resistance?  
• What models of reflection best suit the teaching of critical pedagogy in a teacher 
education context? 
 
Due to the criticality of my teaching and the personal nature of my research, it was important 
to use a qualitative approach. Maykut and Morehouse, say that: “Qualitative researchers are 
interested in understanding people’s experience in context” (1994, p. 41). I wanted to explore 
the challenges and rewards of such an approach. Essentially, I was inspired to do this by 
keeping a journal of significant teaching incidents, this journal is therefore ethnographic in 
nature as it contains the reflections of my classroom experiences. Because I wanted to tell the 
story of what happened and what I did about it I followed this research pathway, which aligns 
with standpoint theory as discussed by Denzin (1997) and standpoint epistemology as outlined 
by Harding (1993).   
 
Kovach (2009) also substantiates this approach when she says: “stories are who we are. 
They are both method and meaning” (p. 96).  
 
Kincheloe and McLaren assert that to engage theoretically ‘critical’, inquiries will have 
concerns “within the context of empowerment” (1998, p. 264). Such empowerment as I 
understand, integrates the researcher into research as participant observer or inquirer, often 
emphasising the possibilities of making important pragmatic decisions on research practice. 
Kincheloe and McLaren also argued: “the project of critical research is not simply the empirical 
re-representation of the world but the transgressive task of posing the research itself as a set of 
ideological practices” (1998, p. 273). For me, utilising qualitative research in this way positions 
my own experiences as the focus. As a critical educational researcher my information is based 
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on what I know, think about and do with regards my teaching/research contexts. Interestingly, 
this aligns with the call for an investigation into the subjective positioning of teachers, indicated 
by Jupp and Lensmire (2016), as the second-wave of white teacher identity studies and should 
be included in these kinds of ethnographic studies within education.  
 
The questioning process, as Steinberg (2012) suggests, formulates answers, but it also 
creates more questions and this fits in nicely with the idea that teachers are learners as well and 
benefit by being continuously inquisitive, creative and pedagogically alive.  
 
For this research project critical pedagogy and reflective practice are used to aid the inquires 
in important ways. Firstly, to begin a process of reinvention, reimagining and reconstruction, 
using what is known or discovered to provide the best answers to my questioning. I will be 
using critical reflective practice (Smyth, et al. 1999) because this closely corresponds with the 
criticality of my teaching context. Theoretically, this kind of research framework is based on 
an action research teaching cycle, which I first encountered through the work of Kemmis and 
McTaggart (1988) and Tripp (1993, 1995, 2012). In this reflective journal I record significant 
teaching incidents, following a describe, reflect, act sequence of reflection. This helped me 
make better sense of otherwise difficult teaching situations. Later, keeping in step with critical 
reflective practice as outlined by Smyth, McInerney, Hattam, & Lawson (1999), I include a 
chapter dedicated to the fourth ‘reconstruct’ stage of critical reflection and in so doing bring 





I am drawn to the methodologies of qualitative research because they have developed a rich 
repertoire of theoretical perspectives which substantiate what are often personal interpretations 
on any given research problem or inquiry. Again, based on what researchers themselves know 
about their research contexts, what gives qualitative approaches a hermeneutic edge over more 
science based or statistical evidences is, in my understanding, the immediate ability to capture 
a workable link between theory and practice. Such positioning of the researcher to their work, 
is, I believe, central to the work of educational research. This is where theory encapsulates the 
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critical front of research as an emancipatory and transformative venture. Educational theorists 
such as Denzin and Lincoln contend:  
 
Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. 
It consists of a set of interpretive, material practices that make the world visible. 
These practices transform the world … qualitative research involves an 
interpretive, naturalistic approach to the world … qualitative researchers study 
things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or to interpret, 
phenomena in terms of meanings people bring to them (1998, p. 3).  
 
As interpretive documents, my reflective journal writing tackles at least three different 
aspects of self-awareness. I elaborate this point further at a later stage; however, it is the 
meaning, behind my actions in class, that I intend to understand better. Giroux advises:  
 
Historical consciousness as a fundamental dimension of critical thinking … 
creates a valuable epistemological terrain upon which to develop modes of critique 
that illuminate the interaction of the social and the personal as well as of history 
and private experience (1983, pp. 34-35).  
 
Reflection on personal experience, self-critique, and story are valuable ways to develop 
critical thinking. These are powerful forms of critique established in the work of educational 
theorists, who are, in general, also education practitioners. Practitioners such as Steinberg 
(2012); Tripp (1993 & 2012); Steinberg and Kincheloe (1998); Kincheloe and McLaren, 
(1998); Giroux (1983 & 1988); Smyth (1989 & 2004); Brookfield (1995); Smyth, McInerney, 
Hattan and Lawson (1999) and many others for example, whose works aim to provoke, 
empower and engage teachers as leaders and role models who advance constructive pedagogies 
and research practices on and within their contexts. I chose to develop those pedagogies that 
are transformative, emancipatory, culturally inclusive and responsive to my praxis. Praxis that 
is as Friere (1970) envisaged, both reflection and action, both interpretation and change (cited 
in Aliakbari and Faraji, 2011, p. 82). For this reason, I applied those aspects of critical theory 
that engender “self-conscious critique”; “develop a discourse of social transformation” and as 
Giroux further advises, “penetrate the world of objective appearances and expose underlying 
social relationships” (1983, p. 8).  
 
In Chapter One, I stated my interest in auto-ethnographic narrative writing, outlined as a 
way to turn the gaze back on ourselves as researchers and as Kovach states: “share personal 
aspects of our experience … self–locating, revealing the beliefs that shape our lives and what 
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we take as ‘truth’ and knowledge” (2009, p. 111). With this in mind, critical research fosters 
self-awareness, both culturally and socially and aids research inquiries. As Kovach states:  
 
For if we do not, who will? From this perspective, self–locating is a powerful 
tool for increasing awareness of power differentials in society and for taking action 
to further social justice (2010, p. 111). 
 
Citing Sawicki’s (1991) “radical pluralism” as a theoretical outlook of inclusivity rather 
than exclusivity, Fine, Anand, Jordan & Sherman (2003, p. 117) further exemplify how 
teachers might enable a re-vision of social possibilities, where new voices are invited to speak. 
Fine et al., say this is based on an “ethic of respectful listening” … a space created that is an 
“intellectually engaging context for all” (2003, p. 117). This is where I believe qualitative 
research enters into its own because it reframes educational problems with a disposition 
towards contextual understanding/inquiry. 
 
Importantly, qualitative research invests in practitioner capabilities to draw upon many 
different and contextually suited research methods, methodologies and interpretive 
frameworks. And this is why I define my own research approach as a hybrid along the line 
taken by Steinberg (2006) and perhaps more specifically Denzin and Lincoln who, after the 
ideas of Becker (1989) state:  
 
The bricoleur produces solutions to a problem in a concrete situation … the 
qualitative researcher-as-bricoleur uses the tools of his or her methodological 
trade, deploying whatever strategies, methods or empirical materials are at hand. 
(1998, p. 3).  
 
Qualitative research is referred to as “a process of three interconnected generic activities, 
theory, method, and analysis, and ontology, epistemology, and methodology” (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 1998, p. 23). As such, I have conducted my research inquiry (the personal biography 
of the gendered researcher) in such a way that I speak from within my teaching and research 
context. I strived not to view my journaling in isolation from other socio-cultural factors that 
make up my identity, such as my gender, socio-economic status and cultural background. 
Maintaining a vigilant mindfulness of these factors throughout the journaling process, exposing 
assumptions, values and expectations, certainly influenced my teaching. I was fine with the 
reality that certain ideas or expectations might need refining. For me this was part of the 




 In sum, Caelli, et al. (2004, p. 9) state that: “a researcher’s motives for engaging with a 
particular study topic are never a naïve choice”. Qualitative research suits the exploration of 
individual knowledge, it helps create queries and frames questions. It aims to shape what 
concepts we entertain in our minds when we think about certain things, especially when they 
involve personal/professional development. It reflects how matters can change over a lifetime 
of experience or indeed because of our cultural background.  
 
 
Critical Reflective Practice 
 
Although the early writings of Shor (1980) indicate important critical orientations relevant 
for the work of research into educational practices it is in the later works of Brookfield (1995), 
Smyth (1989), Smyth, et al., (1999), and particularly Smyth (2000) that developing critical 
reflective practice (CRP) is encouraged. Cunningham (2010) also has a place and I will 
mention her shortly. Appreciably, Smyth points to a teaching and learning space where critical 
teaching supported “social connectedness or social capital … as a social practice in which there 
is greater emphasis on teaching for social responsibility, democracy, social justice and civility” 
(2000, p. 492). While I have introduced these ideas previously, they are important because if 
classrooms are to become critical and participatory spaces for students and educators alike, 
then effective ways of questioning, as Bigelow’s ideas (1992, p. 22, cited in Smyth, 2000, p. 
507) indicate, will indeed involve “sociological detective work”. Such work nurtures an 
understanding of where our personal ideas come from and how these may influence our 
effectiveness as inclusive socially, aware teachers or researchers.  
 
The best description that I have come across to define critical reflective practice is found in 
Cunningham:  
 
Critically Reflective Practice is a research method defined in its name: critically, 
relating to critical education theory; reflective as in Freire’s theory of praxis where 
one reflects on their actions; and, practice describing an educator’s day to day 
practice in the work place (generally teaching in a classroom setting) (2010, p. 64). 
 
Cunningham’s submission infers that this research method is most commonly associated 
with educational research and has been described as a blend of action research and critical 
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ethnography (2010, p. 65). I concur, as my understanding of the different inquiry methods sees 
their close correspondence to each other and predominantly because feeling empowered to 
make a difference really came to a head when I realised that it was well within my grasp to 
fashion my own methods of research. Cited in Cunningham (2010, p. 74), the notion of 
emancipation prefigures strongly in the works of Kincheloe and McLaren (Denzin & Lincoln, 
(Eds.), 1998, p. 265). They say, “research in the critical tradition takes the form of self-
conscious criticism …”. For me, reflection and analysis on my teaching practice occurs through 
journal writing.  
 
Ascribed to Ellis and Bochner (2000) in de Freitas & Paton, systematic sociological 
introspection is a form of critical practice where the researcher also “begins with his/her 
feelings and memories and uses reflexive writing practices to move back and forth between 
personal narratives, encompassing contexts, and social forms” (2009, p. 483), constantly, as I 
understand, comparing and contrasting empirical evidences. Following this style of practice, 
CRP is utilised as process of reflection on why things are the way they are, how they came to 
be like that and what can be done to either combat, negotiate or effectively deal with them. 
They are for me, a way to become more adept at circumscribing challenging situations in class. 
This entails a three stage process: describing the situation, reflecting on its importance, 
significance and message and then use the idea, hunches and common sense to define 
appropriate follow up action/s. Ideally, this can be a process that involves consultation with 
colleagues and even students, however, this was not a method I was able to use for this research. 
Instead, as indicated, the keeping of a reflective teaching journal has been my main method of 





Inspired by much of the theory centring on teachers becoming researchers in their own 
right, where reflexivity becomes a “turning the gaze within” (Morrison, 1991, p. 91), “a process 
of self-reference” (Aull Davies, 1999, p. 4) where story-telling becomes praxis (de Carteret, 
2008), I wanted to interact and become a witness to my teaching through researching as action 
within and on practice. I wanted to connect the theory of good teaching with the actual practice 
of it. When faced with powerful forms of student resistance that made me wonder if I was 
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prepared to meet the challenges of being a teacher, let alone one who is able to make a 
difference in the lives of students, I knew I needed to resolve the doubts I harboured and limit 
the way the classroom challenges progress. Importantly, I saw doubt as the biggest impediment 
to becoming more effective in the classroom. In one journal reflection I wrote If I am to be 
effective in teaching critical thinking, ideally, I need to be a critical thinker myself (Journal 
entry Monday 4th March 2013). Consideration of this kind might appear obvious but linking 
theory with practice is not always as it seems.  
 
The journals used in this thesis are significant records of my teaching semesters from 
February 2012 through to July 2016. Notably, I do not set out to make my journaling an account 
of how effective students were at being students, instead I wanted to include, record and explore 
my own interplay within the teaching events. In each journaling session, each ‘reflective turn’ 
(Morrison, 1991) my writing uncovered more and more aspects about myself and my teaching 
temperament (see for example, Smyth, 1988; Morehouse, 2012; Gorski, 2000). This 
questioning process often centred on how and why I reacted towards particular incidents and 
students. These were often not easy questions to answer, the process proved to be challenging 
and rewarding. Frequently, the writing was emotive, drawing on how I felt after certain 
encounters and this contributed to my own agency in helping move towards more rational and 
clear thinking in class — an alternative to becoming upset, angered or stressed out by students. 
By using a reflective approach, I uncovered otherwise ‘glossed over’ or ‘forgotten’ 
occurrences. I began to appreciate the perspectives offered by students and see the different 
ways of understanding why they might have acted the way they did. Still, I was puzzled by 





Maykut and Morehouse cite Strauss and Corbin (1990, p. 22) identifying data analysis as a 
personal approach to research based on what the researcher has absorbed. They say data 
analysis: 
 
 is primarily concerned with accurately describing what she or he has 
understood, reconstructing the data into a ‘recognizible reality’ … requires some 
selection and interpretation of data, and the skilled researcher using this approach 
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becomes adept at ‘weaving descriptions, speaker’s words, fieldnote quotations, and 
their own interpretations in to a rich and believable descriptive narrative (1994, p. 
113).  
 
In my case I have utilised the stages of critical reflective practice (CRP) as a guide (describe, 
reflect, act) to develop a rich and authentic narrative to use as research data. I believe narrative 
of this kind typifies difficult and relatively common classroom occurrences and is characteristic 
of practitioner concerns.  
 
By following the three CRP stages I observe, reflect, act and plan as in an action inquiry 
sequence. I confront myself with my journal narrative by analysing and thereby informing my 
professional judgement. For me this links the theory of what I know about critical educational 
practice with the actual practice of it. Strategically, as my journal exploration developed, I felt 
something else was needed and this was where the fourth ‘reconstruct’ (Smyth, et al., 1999) 
stage of analysis augmented the work I had already done. Not necessarily as a way to further 
analyse and draw together any recommendations, unresolved research or teaching issues but 
also, to use it as a way to create a final thesis chapter that indeed, also contains those elements.  
 
After a period of three years my reflective teaching journal, which consisted of word 
documents but also a great deal of handwritten notes with headings such as but not confined 
to: What happened? Why did it happen? What did I do? Was this effective? needed some 
method of concentrated analysis. For my research project I initially, choose 10 critical incidents 
I knew intuitively were more significant than others … I was naturally drawn to the critical 
incidents that perplexed me the most. Here, I re-familiarised myself and often using a 
highlighter pen manually evaluated and defined which words, phrases, exclamations occurred. 
Of the ten critical incidents, reoccurring patterns quickly appeared. The words: resistant; not 
listening; bad manners; frustrated; not communicating effectively and doubt, for example, 
came up more times than other words. Some phrases reoccurred as well: sense of entitlement, 
just not listening to my advice, not sure why this is happening? Is there something I am doing 
that contributes to some students not contributing or interacting? I found myself writing about 
my involvement in debates with students that seemed to go around in circles. My own feedback 
loop was obvious. It seemed as if I was being challenged by very similar incidents through the 
focus years. Drawing these pieces of information together was the task of my analysis but it 
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was also the undertaking that kept me interested in reinventing my teaching approaches and 
dealing with critical situations.  
 
The method of data collection was through a reflective teaching journal that utilised aspects 
of critical reflective practice to hone my inquiries and join the theories of ‘good teaching’ with 
the actual practice of it. As a significant methodology I was able to apply a critical framework 
to my research by employing the sequential processes, roughly characterised through the 
actions of observing, describing, reflecting, planning/informing and acting/reconstructing 
(Tripp, 1993/2012; Smyth, et al. 1999). Generally, I followed the describe, reflect and act 
version of a Critical Reflective Practice writing sequence because this above all was immediate, 
it caused me to analyse my teaching and helped provide a foundation upon which to apply 
further analysis — the ‘reconstruct’ stage. While these considerations form the active 
theoretical underpinnings of my research, what I actually did was to use qualitative research to 
reflect on broad aspects of critical theory to inform my practice. This in turn began to inform 
my journal writing and then the subsequent data analysis and formulation of recommendations 
for tutors of social justice classrooms.  
 
Understanding my teaching within the context of social justice education attracted me to the 
naturalistic and holistic reasoning within the qualitative research modelling. As I was not 
researching from a distant perspective but engaged as an active participant, I wanted to make 
sure my interpretations were explicit and drawn from actual experiences. While I am not 
actively engaging in an interpretive inquiry, but instead, critical reflective practice, I did, 
nevertheless find interpretation helpful to include in such considerations. Detecting, describing 
and analysing my own behaviour patterns is one of the aims of this research. Indeed, to think 
deeply, introspectively and critically draws out overarching considerations or as Neuman 
comments “recurrent behaviours, objects, or a body of knowledge” (2006, p. 447). 
 
The kinds of questions I invariably asked myself included the following:  
 
• What dilemmas present in my workshops; do they occur all the time or only with some 
student groups? 
• Why do I think some students resist the unit offerings?  
• How is critical educational theory brought into the classroom and unpacked effectively?  
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• What drives me to become more affirmative in my practice and what strategies do I 
actually employ to become more effective when turning challenging situations into 
rewarding ones?  
• Why do I doubt my effectiveness? 
 
By describing the scene and then launching into a reflective interpretation to inform, 
confront and finally reconstruct why the incident happened and what I did about it, made sense 
to me. This process renders a “subjective sense of empathy and understanding, while presenting 
factual evidence and analytic interpretations” (Neuman, 2003, p. 478). These continue to be 
important considerations for the ways in which I conducted the research. In the next chapter I 








Writing to my Teacher Self – Journaling as Critical Practice 
 
This chapter presents selections of journal data that characterise the particular kinds of 
incidents I witnessed in my classrooms between the years 2012-2016. Critical Reflective 
Practice (CRP) was the research method I used to guide my journaling efforts and create the 
data. It was also the method of research analysis because within the process of creating data 
(Describing, Reflecting and Acting upon critical classroom incidents) an inductive and 
evaluative approach to analysis was achieved. This was done primarily through a thorough 
familiarisation with my journaling methods, a process where highlighting key words, phrases, 
ideas and feelings, especially in the last two CRP stages, utilised ‘reflection and action’ as 
analysis tools.  
 
Coding in this way clearly indicated that defiance was an important theme throughout which 
I started to call ‘resistance’. By identifying and exploring this perception of student resistance 
through those reoccurring words, I was able to define at least three different kinds of resistance 
as a research focus; my journaling was infused with words such as: bullying, entitlement, 
resistance, disadvantage. These were further explored because they spoke to the kinds of 
classroom incidents and interrelationships transpiring between my students and me. 
Importantly, they were unmistakeably the kinds of classroom dilemmas I wanted to understand 
in more depth because all too often I also wrote about my own self-doubts, struggle and anxiety 
I encountered trying to best serve the interests of students. I believe these kinds of resistance 
and the encounters that come with them typify the challenges inherent within the teaching 
context.  
 
The following data has been transcribed from my actual journals and have been categorised 
under three main headings. Hence unacceptable behaviour; bullying as a sense of entitlement 
and disadvantage through making excuses were the main themes. For clarity these ‘events’ 




 I wanted students to question, discuss and formulate new experiences and knowledge and 
this did indeed happen. What I experienced as resistance were deliberate or inconsiderate 
actions such as not completing the weekly readings, not attending important group activities, 
being unacceptably disruptive, argumentative and at times bullying other students. I felt that it 
was necessary to better understand why they occurred and what could be done to avert them.  
 
I chose to re-examine these forms of behaviour because I saw students were in direct threat 
of failing the unit unless they actively engaged with the material. Students who were effective 
through self-agency yet presented as rebellious were not included because I felt that I 
understood where these students were coming from. I was able to negotiate with these students 
a lot more. They were informed, both by their experiences and an engagement of the readings 
(evident in their weekly submissions) and even though some of their opinions tended to hold 
prejudicial sentiments, these were increasingly being questioned by the students themselves.  
 
To clarify, for this research project I indicate that my intention was to better understand 
student resistance. I did not include effective students and the incidents with them because it 
was beyond the scope of this particular research. A follow up research might be how this later 
group of students engaged and utilised the unit teachings within their own teaching and how 
their own ideas were changed because of the information they studied. The focus was on the 
difficulties rather than the positives.  
 
I expected that all students would begin to question their assumptions and when some 
students did not, it left me feeling puzzled. With these students, it seemed as if they did not 
care and were opposed to giving certain educational matters more consideration. Yet as future 
educators, all students need to move beyond this resistance and progressively interrogate their 
own deeply held beliefs – to rise to the challenges presented in our workshop activities and 
prepare for excellence in their teaching careers. Conversely, while my concern was with 
students who showed signs of failing the unit through their resistant actions; my anxiety was 
also with critical incidents that were perplexing and challenged my abilities to negotiate 
successful outcomes. In sum, given that professional development features highly in my 
teaching, these critical reflections are presented as the main source of research data. In this 




Resistance 1: Unacceptable Behaviour and Being Argumentative 
 
It was Week Four of the ten-week unit and the topic we covered was titled, Historical 
Perspectives: The Making of Australia. It introduced aspects of multiculturalism in the context 
of educational practice. The following sections: Describe, Reflect and Act will be in italics 





In the corridor I hear an argument going on in a workshop room. It was my room! I peer 
into a small room crowded with students. Emotions seemed to be at boiling point judging by 
the red faces − it seemed as if the younger students at the centre of an argument continued to 
insist their views regarding asylum seekers coming to Australia were ‘the truth’. I interrupted 
with a bright “Good afternoon everyone, this debate sounds interesting can we perhaps return 
to it later when I am up to speed?” Relative calm prevailed as I continued to ask some broad 
questions about the topic of the week, the lecture and the readings. I was careful not to venture 
into what I suspected were the contentious areas just yet. Unsurprisingly, a number of students 
had not completed the weekly readings, had not been to the lecture and had only touched on 
the topic materials briefly. I was troubled by this. Other students were well up to date and well 
informed, especially given the latest news about the experiences of asylum seeker children in 
Australian detention centres. 
 
Previously … especially the last two weeks, I had emphasised the importance of coming to 
class informed with cohesive arguments based on at least some, if not all, of the weekly 
materials. The ensuing discussions began by exploring the topic questions in groups. To me it 
was clear that a lack of study defined some opinions because the readings outlined exactly the 
kinds of negative and counterproductive opinions some students were expressing. Comments 
such as: “I am not racist, but I don’t like those kinds of people”; “people of that kind are not 
welcome here” and “if they come here (to Australia) they need to be more like us” typified 
their comments. These comments really upset some of the other students. Interjecting, I asked 
for some reference to who ‘those people’ actually are and exactly what “being more like us” 
really means. These were challenging questions. The responses were not very convincing, “… 
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you know … they look different” and “they should have the same values”. The younger students 
who had previously been at the centre of the earlier arguments seemed to sulk away and did 
not seem to want to contribute. Instead they made private jokes about points of discussion, 
rocking in their seats, talking over others, and showing their disinterest through what sounded 
like malicious humour. When this behaviour started to affect the other students, I asked the 
group to be more considerate and if they could not do this, then to please leave the room. They 
agreed to be considerate and we continued. However, the students who were being disruptive 
did not participate as much as I would have liked. By contrast, some of the other students gave 
really great analyses on the readings; they spoke eloquently and passionately about identity 





What occurred today had been developing for a number of weeks. I know a lot of students 
are disgruntled by the fact that this is a compulsory unit for the teaching degree program. I 
think many students are using the weekly summaries and readings to validate their beliefs, not 
interrogate them. From their written work I get the sense that some students are actually using 
the readings to authenticate their racism. Maybe, because I have this in mind, my judgement 
is tainted, the tone of my voice condescending, and this puts students on the defensive right 
from the start? I do challenge some of the things they say in the feedback I give, but is this 
enough? I really feel that I should have been more alert and assertive at certain times and with 
certain students today, but in what ways? Should I have raised my voice more? Or pointed to 
the particular aspects of the readings and lecture to paraphrase the information again? 
Explained myself more?  
 
The poor comprehension by some students in the previous readings should have been an 
indicator that this group would require a little more effort. I knew which students to target with 
questions regarding their understanding and use of inappropriate language, but I did not want 
to start doing this in an abrasive way, something I could feel rising in me. I want students to 
come back week after week. I want students to enjoy the challenges we explore – indeed this is 
an essential part of the unit. Furthermore, the students who are only just passing the weekly 
assignments also seem to be the ones who have been argumentative and also who tend to 
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behave badly. Within such behaviours I have noticed my enthusiasm to engage students 
diminish and I am tending to gloss over other students who are eager to become competent 
learners and want to engage with me – on further reflection I might need to be very aware of 
how this can impact those students, hope they don’t also become dissatisfied with my teaching!  
 
 … later that evening. The readings provide alternative solutions to complex teaching 
problems, they provide reflective students with a deep understanding of difficult educational 
issues. If I can support students with these complexities and then discuss solutions, I might 
begin to get somewhere. But just how prepared am I to handle the discomfort that this can 
actually generate, especially when I have severe doubts some students have engaged with the 
readings at all? The comments made by some students were really threatening in some 
respects.  
 
Students tend to miss out on many of the important points covered in the workshop because 
they do not keep up with the weekly readings. It sounds like their arguments rely on evidences 
such as the television news and family, if not peer group opinions – very surface arguments. I 
am aware that all are entitled to opinions − even divergent ones – even though I wanted 
students to be open to other points of view, it is specifically those issues within the readings 
that I want to draw their awareness towards. While I want to induce exploration of these 
opinions more, I also want to provide an opportunity for students to discuss multiculturalism, 
‘Australian’ identity and anti-racism pedagogy (important aspects of the weekly topic) in a 
safe and productive environment.  
 
Getting to some agreement of what the readings were saying did not happen very easily 
today, and there were definite factions. Quite frankly I found it was a struggle and felt awkward 
for those patient students who endure the situation constructively. I am baffled when some 
students come to workshops, have not attended lectures and have not completed any of the 
required readings but become argumentative. Importantly, I was not going to provide a mini 
lecture for them due to their not attending the lecture. I understand they might have other 
commitments, but this is not a valid reason or excuse for the bad behaviour that ensued.  
 
While there is always pressure to perform and meet students’ needs, the above event also 
left me feeling inadequate. I felt that I had not outlined my expectations of students clearly. 
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Understanding the literature and getting through the workload can be a stress, I know this. 
Maybe I underestimate the weight they are under as they study full time? This is no reason to 
go soft on students either. Part of the literature this week suggests teachers explore the realities 
of ‘others’ who are not part of the mainstream of society, it alerts educators to some of the 
issues at stake in their own future classrooms. This does not necessarily set out to change a 
student’s point of view but rather help broaden their understanding in the hope that they 
acknowledge how it can help them become culturally inclusive, socially aware teachers. 
 
 Wrestling with my own questions: I want students to engage in discussion. Did I facilitate 
this today? Yes. 
Did it go well? I am not convinced!  
What could I have done better? 
Should I have been even more assertive? I might also ask how and why? Are my expectations 
of them realistic and communicated sufficiently?  
What of those students who are doing the work and providing great discussion feedback and 
dialogue? Don’t I owe them a rewarding workshop session rather than getting bogged down 
in unproductive arguments? 
 
The workshop group today outlined a number of important things for me. For a start, 
students are at different levels of learning. While I have no intention to relate this to age, in 
this class it is the younger students that have difficulties. The collective group highlights the 
fact that here are definitely at least five younger students who (group a) are not engaging with 
the readings and hence seem to be not processing the issues involved, these students engage 
only when necessary; (group b) those (at least three students) who insist that their opinion/s 
are the right ones without adequately covering the literature (written evidence shows that their 
reading of the literature often draws on wrong conclusions and alters authors’ intentions); 
(group c) students who engage constructively even though they may have quite different 
opinions but are nevertheless able to locate their experiences within the literature and provide 
valid comments within the discussion focus topic (teaching becomes really interesting with 
these students because I can see how the information they are presented with is creating a lot 




For students in groups (a) and (b), I infer that they react in such contrary and resistant ways 
because they feel they cannot adequately voice their opinions. Those who try, do so clumsily; 
and therefore, in order to level out the overwhelming arguments against them, they become 
argumentative and eventually silent. This is not a desired outcome. Perhaps it was because of 
my presence that they felt they could not freely voice their opinions? This is peculiar because 
I thought I made an effort to let them all know that they can have their say. During group 
discussions some groups worked really well, others less so. I saw some emotional exchanges; 
voices were being raised, the tone became shrill but attempts to facilitate constructive dialogue 
definitely left me feeling out of my depth. I felt uncomfortable but interestingly, this 
uncomfortableness was tinged with curiosity. I wondered why some students are so resistant 
to the content in the readings given the implications it has? Do they not aspire to become 
effective teachers? Or are these also my own value judgements?  
 
Do I feel perplexed because students tend to answer questions without due reference to the 
materials? I think not. Although maybe inadvertently I feel ‘ticked off’ if students have not read 
the pertinent materials. Do I get carried away by my own expectations and simply feel ruffled 
when this does not occur? Probably. Well, I sense some frustration in students when the 
discussions unearth otherwise unquestioned beliefs, especially concerning people from other 
countries coming to Australia. I am sure students often know more than they are willing to 
express in a classroom situation. So how can this be amended, and a more relaxed space be 
created that is conducive to speaking from the heart?  
 
The issues I have presented have been developing over the previous two weeks. There was 
inappropriate language. It has been good to record them … To stop and think about them 
because I forget how inappropriate the language can become. The unit guide, in line with the 
universities’ code of conduct, alerts students to the use of appropriate language so I am not 
sure why some students refuse to comply. Apart from the behaviour, the pronounced issue today 
was that some students subscribe to the negative myths surrounding Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples and particularly asylum seekers. I felt that some students are actually 
quite racist towards people who are different. But if they have not done the readings they may 
very well have not thought in any depth about the lives of others. Maybe next week we can 







Having described a critical incident and reflected on it I now turn to a discussion of what I 
have learned and what I need to consider and actually do to address the situation. It seems 
that there are at least three distinct issues I need to tackle:  
 
1. Explicate effective critical thinking?  
2. Dealing with and identifying the specifics of ‘bad’ or unacceptable behaviour and 
argumentative students? Confronting students about not attending lectures, not 
doing the required readings & acting as adult learners? How can I be more 
assertive?  
3. Question if I am disadvantaging those students who do the work, by focusing on the 
disrupters?  
 
In the first instance, I aim to address critical thinking by outlining it in a short address and 
quiz. Following some of the literature on critical thinking it would be good to dedicate a short 
time in each workshop to revisit the importance of critical thinking for academic work. As an 
overarching aspect of learning that is poorly understood in undergraduate classrooms, its 
inclusion would certainly help develop a framework for students and teachers like me on which 
to base discussions. In much the same way, I have conceptualised my research methodology, 
critical thinking has distinct parts each having a different and important role within the overall 
structure. If one part is overlooked, then there is an unstable foundation on which to work and 
thinking/evaluation is not necessarily going to be ‘critical’ thinking. When students are 
arguing contentious issues, we can all rely on what we know about critical thinking to become 
more objective in our reasoning and discussions. The University of Plymouth Learning 
Development site plans for critical thinking by utilising description, analysis and evaluation 
(www.plymouth.ac.uk/learn, accessed: July 2013). These would be useful to develop further 
because in my opinion students believe they are being critical thinkers simply by being 
argumentative. Indeed, if aspects of critical thinking are outlined in the workshop, we can all 
reflect on whether those benchmarks are met. 
 
In the second instance, to facilitate a more rational dialogue with students I need to be a lot 
clearer when I explain the implications and what I mean by lax engagement with the unit 
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materials. This means confronting students in a firm and reasonable way, reaffirming the 
accessibility of the topics and asserting what rigor I expect from students to achieve the aims 
of the unit. For instance, in anticipation for next time we meet I will give them clues about what 
to expect in the following topic and what to look out for with regards to effectively teach for 
social justice. I think it is also necessary to provide students with a rough estimate involving 
the cost of their higher education because this would be a good way to verify why students 
should use the workshops to their advantage. Here I need to readily identify my expectations 
of students with regard to their behaviour and interaction towards me, the university 
expectations of students as independent learners and how students can actually demonstrate 
their efforts in the workshops. Together we can create an effective learning environment. It 
should not be left up to me to continuously do this for students. Facilitating effective pedagogy 
is, however, what I should be concentrating on a lot more.  
 
As a more practical approach towards the group of students who consistently ‘play up’, I 
think the best course of action is to separate them from each other during our discussion times. 
I will do this as a deliberate although non-confrontational action by allocating students with a 
number; one through to four or five depending on overall group size and assign each student 
to that group. This may need to be done early on, so I avoid too much moving around mid-
workshop. Also, quite simply, if students are going to act in unacceptable ways then I need to 
point this out and be absolutely assertive in explaining why this is so. If raising my voice to 
affirm my expectations of students is needed, I should not shy away from this. Aboriginal 
educator Chris Sarra (2014) talks about this kind of firm but fair pedagogical approach in his 
‘stronger smarter position paper’. Citing Spillman (2013) he refers to High Expectation 
Relationships by saying: 
 
As well as being ‘fair’, H-ER also need to be ‘firm’, which can be described as 
critically reflective relating (Spillman, 2013). This is characterised by courage, 
resilience, rigour and firmness in order to challenge mindsets, in self and others. 
Being ‘firm’ means having the courage to challenge and intervene when we need 
to, for instance at times when individuals or communities are clearly not exercising 
their responsibilities appropriately (2014, p. 6). 
 
 While it would be good to let some discussions, however heated, run their course, it is a 
hard-won skill to keep discussions like this productive. Here, ‘intervention’ requires I 
summarise and formulate questions to ask the whole group, often on the go. This is something 
I will need to work on. Taking notes is my best chance here to keep on track. If there is an issue 
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that cannot be resolved, I need to summarise the different views. This can take the form of 
simply clarifying and ascertaining what ground was covered, remembering that even though 
there might not be solutions to some issues at least dialogue brings an awareness to individuals 
in the class. 
 
With regards to students who fall into categories (a) those who do not do the readings or 
attend lectures and (b) those who insist their opinions are the right ones without adequately 
covering what the readings/research are stating, I will continue to challenge students to be 
accountable and continue to work on delivering pertinent question/s with greater simplicity 
and yet more precision. When students respond, I need to repeat their statement/s in order to 
clarify exactly what their intentions/meanings are. They need to know that I will listen and 
understand what they mean.  
 
I want to also rely on peer learning a lot more than I do at present. Pairing students up for 
quick personal discussions may bring important points to the overall discussion. With regard 
to students who do not choose to utilise appropriate terminology as outlined in the unit study 
guide, I will continue to correct them as necessary. My inclination when racist or paternalist 
assertions are made, based on personal opinions and experience/s, is to make sure I do not 
indulge students but keep them accountable for what they say. What I mean by accountable is 
that they outline where their ideas come from, why they think like that, how others might feel 
about those ideas, and if those ideas have a place in classrooms with a diverse student 
population? I need to remember that for some students, alternative ideas about diversity, 
appropriate behaviour and ways of thinking about others can be confronting and new. If indeed 
it is time to let something go, I might say “Let’s leave this for now, have a think about it, but 
return to it next time”.  
 
Where an attitude of paternalism persists, I need to outline what I actually mean when I call 
students out on this and again go back to the readings because the authors devote a good part 
of a chapter to delineating its use and adoption in popular practice and imagination.  
 
Finally, without forgetting about my other students, the ones who come to the workshops 
every week, contribute wonderfully and possess an abundance of initiative, common sense and 
collegial support, it is important I develop my own critical understanding and can locate 
questions within actual practice for their benefit. That is, practice that pertains to all the topics 
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we cover and how they can be utilised effectively in any Australian classroom. Importantly, 
just because they act in appropriate ways and can write comprehensive summaries about their 
readings, I still need to be dynamic in my engagement with them.  
 
 
Resistance 2: Bullying as a Sense of Entitlement 
 
Being threatened by students was not something I expected. I had intervened with relative 
success when threatening remarks were aimed student to student but when directed at me I did 
not react all that well. The following incident was an important example where three students 
were involved. Why students feel they can behave in this manner is puzzling and I believe 
complex. I am curious as to what privileges some students over others? What was also 
surprising was my complicity through the weeks, working around issues and not extensively 
involving myself with student concerns. As indicated in the previous incident, this next section 
contains direct quotes from my reflective journaling and is again an illustration of Critical 





Entering the room early there were at least five students already present. This means they 
have left the lecture early or did not attend. The room is stuffy, so I opened the window while 
more students arrive. I handed out last week’s completed assignments and almost straight away 
was confronted by students querying their marks. The last few weeks has seen the same four 
overseas students query their marks. In those few moments while students arrived, I tended to 
their queries as much as I thought was necessary and then began to ask the whole class some 
questions about the lecture. I am always interested to know student’s first impressions of the 
lecture.  
 
Although the workshop went really well and the overall participation was positive, at the 
end however, while the last students were leaving and I was packing up my notes three of the 
four young students approached me and began to question me again about how their marks 
had been allocated. At first, I was quite prepared to continue the discussion with them but after 
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a while it became obvious that something was not getting through to them. My immediate 
impression was that they were pushing me to give them better marks. In fact, they did want 
better marks but as I had indicated to them in the written feedback, they needed to present work 
of a much higher standard, showing more of an understanding of the topic and readings. The 
more I tried to explain, the more they raised their voices to push their point which I was starting 
to have trouble comprehending. How I got there I don’t know but I was cornered by desks, 
chairs, the wall and students. 
 
After a few minutes any further efforts by me only seemed to annoy and antagonise them; 
they began referring to their work asking me several questions at a time. For me, the 
atmosphere became oppressive quite quickly; intense to the point that I asked to see one 
assignment at a time to explain. I then started to really feel pressured; clearly, I was being 
pushed to reallocate better marks for work that I had already explained needed to be improved. 
I am just not sure why these students resist being open to reflective change. Three of the four 
students had not addressed any of my suggestions on previous weeks’ work. I hinted that 
submitted work should be easily read and my preference was that it be printed, not handwritten 
in pencil presented all smudged and tattered. The fourth student standing back, had exemplary 
work by comparison and I attempted to refer to it to show where marks were allocated. This 
did not work either. The more I tried to explain the more belligerent the three became.  
 
The foundation of their argument was that I had instructed them to submit their work in a 
particular way. They argued, “you said to do it like this”, which was an odd interpretation of 
my actual instructions to all students. My reasoning with them was going nowhere and I was 
starting to feel vulnerable because they were really putting the pressure on me in a 
confrontational manner. They were becoming very pushy when a colleague entered the room. 
Cornered and at an impasse with three young students it must have been quite a sight. The 
students backed off and in the breathing space we agreed they were getting lost in translating 
expectations. With the help of an older colleague and a careful examination of the study guide, 









Firstly, what were the issues? I recognise that when bullying behaviour was not directed at 
me personally, I tended to downplay, defuse and move on. Second, I had somehow adopted a 
‘near enough is good enough’ approach to marking some students work.  
 
Becoming accustomed to student resistance when certain topics are explored had been dealt 
with on a number of occasions and in different ways. Today the incident was different. Even 
though I was speaking clearly and in a rational way, in moments under pressure I felt I was 
not being effective in communicating with the students and had started to feel vulnerable in 
face of their anger towards me. Each week I am prepared for students to question the feedback 
provided and I am generally happy for this. Listening to students is something I think I am 
quite good at. Unless I am following a lesson plan and speaking to students directly, I am 
generally listening in to student discussions asking questions and responding to their 
responses. I translate what they say into what I teach. When a student or students feel 
aggrieved, generally through the feedback on their weekly submissions, I am quick to 
ameliorate through listening and affirming a solution or explanation. This particular situation 
was distinctive though. The bullies seem to be the ones who are struggling with the unit 
material and the way they initiated a discussion with me today was not expected. I feel 
disconcerted that my otherwise comprehensive feedback on students’ work was in this instance, 
insufficient. Conceding to their appeals, having a second look through the assignments and 
weekly submissions reaffirmed both my feedback and allocation of marks. However, I had been 
lenient on these particular students regarding their marks over the past few weeks and knew 
my responsibility to pull them up when the work really became messy. What I am beginning to 
think is that either these students are not capable or perhaps they do not want to or simply just 
not willing to complete the work required.  
 
Thinking this through now I acknowledge that writing in the first person can be challenging 
for some students, especially when they have been told that it is not academic for them to be 
doing so. Similarly, if they have not translated texts into their own understanding or at least 
know how to paraphrase some of the important information, coupled with what they themselves 
know, then it can indeed become a difficult task. With due referencing it requires students to 
first comprehend what a text is actually saying and then work out how their understanding of 
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it addresses a particular question. For instance: Carey and Price (2015) utilise Nakata’s 
(2007) Cultural Interface as a starting point for teachers to examine their own cultural 
background when preparing for teaching Aboriginal students. How do you understand 
Cultural Interface and how might you implement this into your own teaching / learning? Now 
if students have no idea because they have not engaged with the reading, then it becomes 
difficult to reword and interpret the importance of what the authors are stating within the 
context of their own understanding. What stood out for me was the pressuring and importantly, 
the phrase: “You said to do it like this!”. To me, it sure seemed like defiance in the face of 
having to do work they did not particularly want to do.  
 
Following the assignment rubric, I had asked students to write using their own words which 
implied they write in the first person. Most students understood exactly what I meant by this 
and applied themselves at various levels, comprehending, analysing and translating into their 
own contexts and understanding. I also asked for comment and summary, which did not suggest 
they copy word for word from the author or make heavy use of quotations. That they make 
reference to their own teaching and learning contexts was a specific request. In essence, the 
question was: What did the text mean to you? This does not mean students can present work 
that has little relevance to the topic of the week, the question/s proposed and the source 
materials they had been given to summarise. Importantly, this weekly assignment is for students 
to begin to critically evaluate source materials and ascertain how these might align with their 
own teaching and learning. I believe these students barely attempted to do this and I pointed it 
out in their work. Using a couple of quotes and marginal development of a critical framework 
did not merit a pass in this instance and I had written this as feedback on their work, not this 
once but over the last weeks as well. The work was a little better in previous weeks and I had 
given them the benefit of the doubt. While I feel that they queried their marks with the hope 
that I simply give them another pass mark on substandard work, I was not prepared to concede 
where they had not questioned themselves and the work they presented.  
 
I had been pressured by students before, but it was always over points of conjecture, 
differences of opinion or clarification of my argument in which I have generally been able to 
find a balance with students. I feel that this situation was different because the students in 
question seemed to know their work was substandard and yet felt they had the upper hand to 
somehow manipulate the situation in their favour. I referred to the leeway I had given them on 
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their work in previous weeks, where I had also provided substantial feedback on how to 
improve but as I mentioned they had not taken this up. Perhaps their actions today were 
because they saw me as an easy target or perhaps because they felt they were entitled to have 
their work more highly regarded because they had presented their interpretation of the 
requirements and were high-fee paying overseas students. Basically, I felt that their actions 
towards me were inappropriate through encroaching on my personal space the way they did. 
I tried to move beyond this and make light of the situation but now recall fleeting moments 
when I felt unsafe and had physically backed away from them (instinctively retreating before 
being struck, almost like a child in the playground backing away from a group of bullies). 
Realistically I did not really think this would happen but nevertheless I felt threatened! I think 
this highlights some of the difficulties providing feedback on how issues of social justice 
presents for teachers. I feel that my comments to students are always well considered. Having 
a rubric to follow works quite well for me as it does for most other students. 
 
When first approached by students (at the beginning of the workshop), I was happy to 
comply, thinking that I could clear up any misunderstanding by pointing out how marks were 
allocated. I was aware at the time that starting the workshop should take priority and maybe 
this was why I might have glossed over explaining my feedback. I know I was assertive, clear 
and direct, and by my estimation gave plenty of scope for them to develop their own direction 
on this important learning task. However, I am left wondering if this further antagonised the 
situation? Who knows? Clearly, given what I know about facilitating learning with adult 
learners and what happened afterwards, I did not expect such an attack: I had listened 
carefully and reasoned with their requests; I spoke in a kind yet assertive and guiding way; I 
did not put them down but made suggestions for how their work could be improved. Ultimately, 
I think I did not comply with their wishes. I did not expect to be bullied for this.  
 
This lands me in a state where I doubt my ability to successfully negotiate critical incidents 
that are emotionally charged. I doubt my effectiveness in moments when under intense 
pressure. I do, however, seem to think that these students were ‘acting out’ of a kind of 
entitlement in which they deemed themselves to receive good grades; an entitlement that is 
grounded in some kind of privilege that they should get over other students. My hunch is that 
in being high fee-paying overseas students, the standard they expected of me is higher?  
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Alternatively, do the fees they pay deserve a wavering of high standards? And this week 
even if the work was better presented, I would not have conceded as I had in previous weeks. I 
did have a responsibility to indicate their failings. Even though they themselves indicated the 
importance of passing all enrolled units of study, I still felt the ensuing behaviour, coupled with 
the largely appalling work was unacceptable. The classroom and university expectations, and 
values are as integral here as they are at their home university. Passing this unit will matter, 
both to me but importantly to their final transcript. I want them to succeed in this unit and 
acknowledge these important topics as it is important for me as an educator.  
 
I am a little confused by students who feel that they have exemptions or privileges over other 
students. My immediate impression was that the students were asserting their sense of 
entitlement but not as it pertains to good teaching, but as a way of claiming award for low level 
work. They ask: “How could you give me a fail when I have at least presented something” did 
raise some alarm bells when it happened but I chose not to take that too seriously. Essentially, 
all adult learners and certainly many students I have taught are entitled to good teaching, but 
this does not mean students do not have to work hard. Expectations put upon teachers does not 
mean teachers do the work for students. The sense of privilege and the perceived entitlement 
that comes with this resistance illustrates how students can misunderstand the expectations set 
out by teachers. Perhaps it is even true that the resistance is a largely unconscious action that 
comes out of not wanting to do the work. Indeed, as a faculty we charge students with becoming 
critical thinkers. Critical thinking, however, is something that is not well understood. This is a 
vital consideration for me in this incident. As I have written elsewhere, devoting a little time to 
explicate exactly what critical thinking means (at the academic level) is an important 
classroom exercise. I also need to both demonstrate and act on my own critical thinking skills.   
 
For me, this teaching event/incident typifies how bullying actions stemming from a sense of 
entitlement work together because one works in assertive actions in order to uplift the other. 
Nearly halfway through the semester I had anticipated students to be much more cognisant of 
both the unit and university expectations. There is some consolation knowing that I am not 
alone in my thinking. Clift (2011, para, 6) identified both “rude behaviour” and a “lack of 
intellectual rigor” with what she says is the “decline in student performance and academic 
standards at institutions of higher learning”. I am mindful that the sense of entitlement I am 
toying with here is not something that occurred on this one occasion. I have, for some time, 
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reflected on the frequency of entitlement with its unearned sense of privilege and the resistance 
to Aboriginal studies. This is especially when I am asked questions such “why do we have to 
do this” and “I am studying Health Sciences, isn’t this unit aimed at teachers who are going 
to be teaching Aboriginal students?” Such phrases capture the general sentiment of these 
students who seem to be missing the vital point that social justice is for everyone. The young 
students in this incident had obviously missed important information delivered in the first 
couple of weeks of semester. I am left with so many ‘what if’ connections, it makes it difficult 
for me to know what is actually going on with some students.  
 
Being on the receiving end of this sense of entitlement made me feel like I was under 
examination and that my professional decisions were being questioned. It made me feel 
uncomfortable. The last thing I want to do is leave myself open to be exploited by students who 
do not want to engage or refuse to face up to their own professional development. Additionally, 
this incident made me aware of the fact that finding myself surrounded by aggressive young 
students was not only awkward, but it was confrontational and also dangerous.  
 
In hindsight I could have simply added a few extra marks to keep them happy and worked 
on their performance in another way such as more in class guidance. Instead, I tended to stand 
my ground (although perhaps not assertively enough), which seemed to ignite the situation 
further. I know trust and respect does not come easily for some students and I acknowledge 
that it is up to educators to nurture these relational aspects of teaching if educational concepts 
are to be examined effectively. However, I want students to question me, question the text and 
even question themselves, so maybe if I gave better marks but more critical feedback, they 
might have presented better quality work? And yet, I have tried this over the past weeks and 
think this only produces unrealistic expectations. I think I might have inadvertently produced 
an expectation that the same work produces the same grade, which was a very basic pass. In 
previous weeks I had looked at their strong points and whether they acknowledged the 
argument made by the author/s rather than the legibility of the work. Perhaps I coerced them 
into a false sense of ability/expectation? Perhaps I unconsciously ‘dumbed down’ the 
expectations set by this assignment in those first few submissions, nevertheless, I know I did 
this with adequate feedback! Clift (2011, para. 5) comments on some interesting aspects of 




The sad thing is, I’m not alone. Every college teacher I know is bemoaning the 
same kind of thing. Whether it’s rude behaviour, lack of intellectual rigor, or both, 
we are all struggling with the same frightening decline in student performance and 
academic standards at institutions of higher learning. A sense of entitlement now 
pervades the academy, excellence be damned 15. 
 
This leaves me feeling a little flat. However, I am also curious because I think these 
experiences are not solely confined to educational practices but also influence the ways in 
which people can tend to deny working through lessons that would otherwise yield obvious 
benefits. Hence fronting up to the challenges these experiences present is, in my mind, a form 





The next stage is to critically construct appropriate actions, should similar events occur 
again. There at least four areas I need to address:  
 
1. effectively negotiate with students who act out of a perceived sense of entitlement, 
2. deal with bullies with direct and succinct action, 
3. ask for clarification, 
4. work on translating my need into student values, 
5. recognise the emotion behind situations …  
 
I agree with Clift (2011) who points out that entitlement is a misplaced sense of privilege 
and that this is not necessarily the privilege that comes with being a university or college 
student but instead, unwarranted dispensation to something they have not yet earned or been 
awarded. If I am to challenge student entitlement with my reflective thinking, then students 
must be confronted for their chaotic work! Doing this in a sensitive way will entail learning 
how to recognise, understand and use emotional management in effective ways. Continued 






Translating my need into student values is connected to how well I convey information to 
students. My hunch is that this will happen better if I direct student interests in practical ways. 
I might say for instance that an understanding of equity in practice is going to be something 
all teachers will need. However, if I give a clear example of how and why it is important and 
ask them how they interpret this, I think there will be less room for misconstruing what is 
expected. I know I do this anyhow, but … Indeed, as I encourage students to adopt better study 
habits some time needs to be invested in acknowledging the ownership of learning. It is their 
learning after all.  
 
Listening to students, being attentive and asking them informative questions may very well 
be the greatest skill I possess as a facilitator of their learning. Where specific questions remain 
unanswered, I might ask: “What specifically do you not understand? Did I hear you right, you 
said, ….?”  Or even “I’m not so sure about this either, I will get back to you on that one”. 
 
I know that through being introspective about this situation I gained a great deal of insight, 
which I will use in my future classrooms. This event pointed out the fact that I was being bullied 
because particular students did not like their grades. The impression was they felt entitled to 
grades they had not yet achieved. 
 
In sum, the question does not necessarily relate to my grading, rather I need to be more 
mindful of the ways I stand up to bullies. If I were ever in a similar situation, I will pull students 
up the minute they begin to encroach on my personal space. The difference is in being an 
assertive teacher and the teacher who will comply to student wishes. I know I need to be more 
assertive. As students began to encroach that is the point at which I should have said “whoa 
back off” or simply “I will attend to each of you one at a time”.  
 
 




The highlight today came from a student who said she has been talking to her own children 
about how they view different students in their classrooms and how the measure of tolerance 
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in her children’s school was marked by sharing their lunch with those who did not have any. I 
thought this was endearing and indicated a level of compassion necessary for teachers to role 
model. By contrast this week also continues my concern about the standard of work submitted 
by the two International students where English is not their first language. I have been puzzled 
by their work which has been difficult to grade. Too many times I have been asking myself: 
pass or fail? I have trouble with the meaning in their writing. With one student in particular 
often I have trouble. What she attempts to say is not clear, so I don’t know if she is on the right 
track or not. Over the past weeks I have helped her with extra feedback on the weekly 
assignment and asked her to visit the university teaching and learning centre because they 
could provide extra support. I have discussed the rubric by which I grade. I have been making 
concessions on her work and in some ways think I overcompensate. The work is nicely laid out, 
printed, and while I can read the written English, it is not all that good. Over the past weeks, I 
have seen a basic understanding of the important arguments but there has been little 
improvement, in fact she seems to be going backwards very fast, handing in what looks like 
notes. Even more perplexing is the fact that some Australian students with English as their first 
language are also failing. This week I could not justify giving such work a pass but I do not 
like doing this. It is a situation where I feel out of my depth, hence my reasons for referring 
students to the university teaching and learning centre.  
 
 Attendance at this workshop is great, we are often busy and have a productive time together 
as a whole group, the consequence is that I cannot spend as much time as I would like with 
some particular students. Hence, I end up feeling like I neglect their needs because 
pedagogically I cannot keep up with the demand of attending to students of this kind while I 
have at least twenty-five other students to work with. When I ask her something, she nods which 
I take as agreement. All students have workshop presentation dates coming up and I want to 
help with this if possible. Quite a few students have said how confronting doing a presentation 
to the whole class can be, so I feel some obligation to help smooth this activity into a rewarding 
one rather than a trial. My dilemma is that I want to help them, but they have to want to help 
themselves otherwise I fear they are at a distinct disadvantage. My feedback to them was clear 







There is a student who is at risk of failing the unit for the third time. Week after week her 
assignment has been a marginal pass and I have become strangely troubled by the encounters 
with her. She has been struggling to submit satisfactory work, continuously making excuses by 
citing family obligations and work commitments as the greatest obstacle to her study time. For 
this weekly assignment the minimum word count is approximately 250 words. Her work is 
usually three sentences. A few weeks ago, I could not follow what she wrote. It seemed as if 
she was writing an interpretive story that had no grounding in the reading. Then, the next week 
she presented her work in a different font and with such sophistication of language that I was 
dubious whether she had actually written it herself. My immediate thought was ‘someone else 
has written this’. I became annoyed by this thought, partly because I had immediately made an 
assumption, and also because I gave her the benefit of the doubt in my feedback, had praised 
aspects of her previous work where she had at least tried and with all students mentioned to 
be consistent with referencing and presentation. I also became somewhat annoyed with myself, 
in that moment as I looked at the work and looked at her. She did not engage but turned away.  
 
For the next two weeks she continued to submit marginally better work, albeit returning to 
an older font and I continued to be suspicious about her authorship. I gave her a grade that 
suited the work, generally, a basic pass, which means she has only passed half of the 
assessment so far. My brief engagements with her only occur when I hand back her work, 
praising her efforts but explaining very briefly the failings. I do not have the chance to engage 
more because even though she does attend workshops to hand in her assignment, she would 
commonly leave the room before I had a chance to speak with her again (this year, attendance 
at workshops comprises ten percent of the overall mark for the unit). On one occasion as I was 
engaged with a group of students during the discussion time, I noticed her edging towards the 
door and leave the room. Another week as group discussions got underway and I anticipated 
talking to her, again I found she had already left the room. When I speak to her, she either 
seems to dismiss what I say through a kind of passive resistance or simply agrees but then does 
not follow-up. She needs to pass this year because otherwise she will be excluded from the 
program. As I write this it is week six, more than halfway through the semester and she has 







As much as I try not to become frustrated by some students, this is simply not the case 
because I find it difficult to distance myself from what happens in class and become frustrated 
that I do not have the time to attend to all students’ needs. My efforts to effectively facilitate 
student learning, is a valuable process for me, but it is unearthing concerns that my actual 
teaching abilities are compromised because of time constraints.  
 
Looking through previous journaling efforts, I see similarities between incidents with other 
‘at risk’ students whom I have tried to assist. In the first incident description, I acknowledge 
that the cultural background, age and life experiences of students can be very different from 
mine and that of the other students in the class. An equity pedagogy invests more service, tuition 
and help where needed, but does this challenge the students culturally? How can I invest in an 
equity pedagogy when the teaching demands stretch the limits of my own proficiency? Is asking 
for more support to achieve appropriate? Perhaps I reiterate to students and myself that it is 
ok to ask for help. When thinking about the problems teachers can cause students, I do not 
want to create such complexity or become overbearing. I have tried to have a discussion about 
this, however, even while collegial support is important, everyone is quite busy and by the time 
I organise a meeting and then get to discuss with someone the moment is gone and I feel silly 
even asking.  
 
While I reflect on the situation of these ‘at risk’ students with their specific forms of 
disadvantage escalating, I wonder if there are specific learning difficulties, I wonder if I am 
not being as inclusive in my workshop design as I could be. Perhaps tracking and managing 
their difficulties with group work or a buddy system might help? The students seem to have 
completed the readings and can answer specific questions when asked. It is the written work 
that has been their failing. Where I asked them to seek help from the teaching and learning 
centre, only one seems to have obtained any kind of help … from another source. Here I was 
unable to confirm my suspicion that someone else was doing her work for her and was reluctant 
to accuse her of plagiarism (her referencing was fine). Working out how to deal effectively with 
students who face difficulties is alarming because I want to help but do not know what more I 




These cases are not isolated, there are many other students whom I see in similar situations. 
The passive resistance is disconcerting. At present I do not feel that I am able to effectively do 
this, and the implications are that I feel like I am failing in my responsibilities. One questions 
I have been asking myself is: how do students like this come to enrol in university anyhow and 
what was happening in their first year at university? Why haven’t they developed the skills 
required as a minimum for second year students?   
 
I have certainly witnessed a big variation of skills in respect to the use of language, 
grammar, comprehension and presentation skills, not only from International students but 
students for whom standard Australian English is their first language. When English-speaking 
nationals are consistently struggling with basic grammar and syntax conventions then the 
suitability for teaching needs to be questioned. Is it my place as an educator to evaluate 
students in this way? The answer to that one is yes, of course! The university I work for and 
national accreditation bodies expect basic benchmark to be met. Therefore, my responsibilities 
are with students, but they are also with the educational institution for which I work. If students 
are to go and teach in schools, then I feel that their own students will be disadvantaged because 
at present they are borderline in meeting the expected levels of literacy competency. 
 
I think the particular students in these two incidents are at opposite ends of my notion of a 
disadvantage spectrum. While I do not attempt to calibrate this, I see differences in the ways 
they struggle with the unit. Both display passive resistance though in different ways. Studying 
in a foreign language can be difficult so I attempt to accommodate this through my teaching 
approaches, such as making sure I am speaking clearly and not using too much colloquial 
language, even though, in previous workshops, overseas students have presented work of a 






While there is no need for students to be disadvantaged or indeed disadvantage themselves, 
it is nevertheless up to me to assist their learning by facilitating relevant workshop sessions. 
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Understandably these sessions do not always replicate what are often diverse levels of aptitude, 
hence challenges for some might be relatively straight forward for others, so some tailoring of 
workshop design is required. Maybe, for some students topical questions need to be a lot more 
focused and designed in such a way that they require students to think about what they 
themselves know and will decide to do in relation to the weekly question/s. Group work, which 
I have tried could be developed further in this case and I think it is important to invite the help 
of fellow students to assist those who tend to struggle. Peer learning does happen very strongly 
in sessions were some time is dedicated … in fact it is one of the approaches I make sure to 
include some component because often students express a keen interest to discuss the topics 
we cover in small groups. But do I exploit this enough, especially as workshop groups are 
becoming quite large due to university policy? Importantly, I need to be aware that the majority 
of students will not benefit from any dumbing down of the curriculum that any ‘tailoring’ might 
entail. We need to continue exploring contentious issues and especially those that will impact 
on inclusive, social and culturally aware classrooms.  
 
I need to ensure that I create a supportive teaching environment in class. It can be 
disheartening to witness student resistance and the range of behaviours; however, I need to 
accept the situation for what it is and not be personally affronted by student actions. 
‘Accepting’ seems to be the operative word here, I wrote “it is, what it is”, quite a few times 
throughout the journaling process telling myself the student or students do not seem to be 
listening. While this is a purely subjective opinion, it is my responsibility to develop better ways 
of monitoring this.  
 
 In some instances, it is necessary to allow solutions to eventuate without resisting or 
pressuring a solution. Instead of asking why this is happening to me, I should try to be more 
consenting to allow students to work with what I give them at their own pace. If students do 
not hand in work or not attend or act out of sorts, it would be good if I said what I am thinking 
to students, to state my intentions - “I can help you if you help yourself”. Ultimately, there are 
some things I cannot change, and I think in these kinds of situations the more I react the more 
students will shut down.  
 
Another approach is to take a middle pathway. That is not to become overly emotional and 
attached to my ideas about class conduct. Of course, if students are overly aggressive or 
confrontational, more direct actions need to be taken. If students disadvantage themselves 
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through not performing, then I should not necessarily try to intervene but help out where it is 





In this version I have used a Describe, Reflect and Act sequence to analyse the most 
significant incidents recorded in my initial teaching journal. Following Tripp (1993/2014) and 
others, I have used this as a process both as a form of auto-ethnographical research and to 
inform my professional judgement when faced with challenging situations and otherwise 
seemingly insurmountable or at least perplexing classroom dilemmas. In the final chapter, I 
discuss and explore the idea of reconstruction, the fourth reflective ‘Reconstruct’ stage (Smyth, 
McInerney, Hattam & Lawson, 1999). Where critical pedagogy is a close examination of the 
social, political and economic factors that make up our lives and hence our teaching, further 
analysis on any practitioners’ reflective efforts confronts the broader context of teacher 
education in Australia. Additionally, it demonstrates how significant Critical Reflective 


















Reconstruct as a Strategic Research Moment 
 
A fourth ‘Reconstruct’ stage of critical reflection is suggested by Smyth, et al. (1999). Its 
aims are to guide educators towards political cognisance by “being involved in forms of change 
[that] start from what we are doing and moving from there to challenging broader structures 
within which our work as teachers occurs” (1999, p. 36). While the very nature of the unit I 
teach is ‘political’, given that its aims are to prepare all teacher education students for the 
cultural diversity within Australian classrooms, the Reconstruct stage of Critical Reflective 
Practice (CRP) enhances the overall reflective process. 
 
In the foreword of Critical Voices in Teacher Education: Teaching for Social Justice in 
Conservative Times (Down & Smyth, 2012), Steinberg (p. v.) quite rightly points out that “a 
critical pedagogy is a political pedagogy … which begins the conversation and actions needed 
to reconceptualise education as a social theoretical and political act, an act which is required to 
emerge, grow, morph and emerge again with societal changes … And it ain’t easy. It is hard 
work, no, important, no, essential work” (p. vi). 
 
It is within the ‘reconstruct’ stage of this chapter that I further the inductive analysis by 
asking why things are the way they are for teachers? Turning this back on myself and the 
context in which I teach, I also see it as inquiry into my own successes, challenges and 
processes of coping. By confronting and acting on critical teaching incidents a significant lead-
in is created that potentially resolves itself within the ‘reconstruct’ stage. This sequence, 
characterised not only by the CRP cycle (Smyth, et al. 1999) but by most critically reflective 
inquiries such as action research asks more questions about one’s practice (Kemmis & 
McTaggart, 1988; Tripp, 1993, Altrichter, Posch & Somekh, 1993). It asks what broader 
influences there are on all teachers and is a self-aligned, recurrent and contextual engagement 
with reflective change.  
 
Within such a cycle I define what it is about reflective practice that helps cushion the impact 
of critical incidents and establish what actions keep me striving towards teaching effectively. 
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This is, I believe, one aspect of what Steinberg (2012) suggests of critical practitioners. She 
says, “when our students start asking questions, we are on our way” (p. vi). In this case, I am 
the teacher, I question what happens, and how a better understanding can be ascertained – then 
“we are on our way”, facilitating students to challenge stereotypes, to question assumptions 
and to reflect on their own positionality.  
 
In chapter one I cited Cunningham (2012, p. 13) who introduced me to CRP. In her critical 
educational research, she defines the reconstruct stage along particular lines asking, “how 
might I do things differently?” By loosely following interpretations of this reflective practice, 
I developed my own teaching and research approach. In research this was expressed by my 
goals in a quote by Fook and Gardner (2007, p.14): 
 
1. The understanding of the individual in a social context; 
2. The linking of the theory and practice of critical reflection in the model; 
3. The importance of linking changed awareness with changed conditions.  
 
 Being critical as a teacher is a pedagogical process aimed at reconfiguring and successfully 
negotiating classroom incidents. It is a process that defines teacher resilience, motivation and 
most of all being effective facilitators of student learning. As a researcher, I have not directed 
my focus on how students’ themselves use critical pedagogy or necessarily with issues of 
classroom management, but more so with a better understanding of some of the factors that 













The reflective cycle (Figure 4) includes the four stages inspired by Smyth, et al. (1999); 
Tripp (1995/1996/2012) and Kemmis and McTaggart (1988). It indicates where my own 
reflective processes fit in and can be thought of as a step by step guide for my reflective 
teaching and journaling practice.  
 
As indicated previously, my initial process of journal recording followed the three principal 
steps, namely, to Describe, Reflect and Act on critical incidents. In figure 2, I explored the 
incidents using this method because it was crucial that events were recorded as close to the 
occurrence as possible. Moving beyond those initial reflections is the incorporation of the 
fourth Reconstruct stage of Critical Reflective Practice (Smyth, et al. 1999, p. 21) which is 
indicated in figures 3 and 4. What this process does is to take us beyond this project in 














 Critical Pedagogy as an Essential for Teachers 
 
As a co-presenter of a paper aimed at revealing “impressionistic snapshots that illustrate 
the effects that teaching about social justice issues has on us as teachers” (Aveling, et al., 2012, 
p. 1), I outlined my teaching challenges. An important part of what I said was:  
 
… I embarked on a process of self-reflection and journal writing in order to 
maintain an effectiveness in my teaching. This has helped me to conceptualise the 
range of teaching situations that I have encountered and has been instrumental in 
promoting my understanding of what students in my classrooms require of me. I 
feel that often I do not get it right because students seem to want me to give them 
the answers to complex concepts instead of finding them out for themselves. (Joint 
AARE APERA International Conference, Sydney, 2012) 
 
The big question for me at that time was how to facilitate student inquisitiveness so they do 
the work for themselves rather than, have a situation where, as I say above, feel that I am doing 
the work for them. How do I negotiate feeling that a lack of ‘academic rigour’, evident in many 
student actions, most obviously it seemed, was defiance as a tactic to get away with doing less 
work? And how do I overcome feeling disheartened because of these actions? My journaling 
and use of the critical lens (CRP) collected evidence for what teachers should do when 
confronted with incidents and feelings of the kind I chronicle. In the next sections I will further 
develop the ‘Reconstruct’ stage to build on what I have learned in the previous three stages.  
 
Using critical pedagogy as a lens through which to create questions about one’s practice is 
an idea Freire originally communicated in Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970). As a 
transformative action, it helps turn practice, as Angus (2012, p. 56) advises to become “more 
explicit and relevant”. I concur because contemplation at home, deliberating over dramatic 
sessions with students, helped me to develop more profound insights and resolve to my queries. 
From this standpoint I was able to use these insights in subsequent classrooms. As layer upon 
layer of questioning evolved, using critical pedagogy highlighted the ways in which teaching, 
and its responsibilities are perceived. For individuals, it is involved in the empowerment to 
affect changes in class; to consider what is essentially important for teaching and also to 
formulate significant questions about the challenges generated by different teaching contexts.  
 
Ultimately, critical pedagogy (when reflecting on my practice through journal writing) 
changed how my teaching and personal understanding of self-efficacy was developed. 
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Interestingly, the inquiry journal, as Tripp (1996, pp. 3-5) suggests, holds things still while we 
examine them. Data collection and analysis was in turn favourably influenced and this enabled 
me to conceptualise the teaching space against reconfiguring and reconstructing alternative 
actions and perspectives. What also became apparent was that the correlation of my approach 
to collegial research models and practices confirmed that I was not alone in my experiences or 
practice. Educators readily use critical reflection as a potent form of pedagogical if not personal 
resolve. Drawing on Stanford (2001), Duckworth, Quinn and Seligman say “the rigors of 
teaching suggest that positive traits that determine commitment and resilience in the face of 
adversity might play an important role in determining teacher effectiveness” (2009, p. 540). 
The pragmatics for my teaching, promoting well-being and self-efficacy for example, became 
a deliberate act. Furthermore, I chose this kind of research pathway because I was convinced 
that it would help me answer my research questions:  
 
• How can I become a better teacher educator and maintain my effectiveness in the face 
of student resistance?  
• What models of reflection best suit the teaching of critical pedagogy in a teacher 
education context? 
 
Following Smyth, et al. (1999) and Cunningham (2012), the reconstruct stage broadens the 
line of inquiry by furthering the inquiry but as I ‘reconstruct’ the critical teaching incidents that 
were significant I know other teaching questions tended to bubble to the surface of my 
inquiries. As indicated in chapter one, these questions include: 
 
• How do I change critical incidents into learning experiences for all involved? 
• What do those incidents actually mean in the wider context of what we are attempting 
to do in these social justice/critical theory classrooms and what does the resistance say 
about the kinds of teachers who are going to be teaching the nation’s students?  
• Do reflective processes build more cognisance of critical whiteness, racism, learning 
styles and cultural inclusion in both students and me? How can I teach this within the 
time allocated?  
 
I address some of these questions throughout this chapter, framed by ‘reconstructing’ 
(Smyth, et al. 1999) critical incidents and create the space to stand back, focus and analyse my 
findings. Hence this journaling is not only data, not only attention to teaching practice but also 
a way to gauge my intentions, thoughts and ambitions. Appreciably, the above questions are 
an extension of an already rigorous probing as they guide my efforts of reflection, 
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reconstruction and professional judgement. As a teacher, the challenge of effective thinking, 
of creating pedagogical strategies, mindfulness, even emotional intelligence is involved in 
questions and answers, the kind of which can often create overwhelming challenges – as if the 
critical incidents in class were not enough.  
 
 




They should be more like us 
 
In Chapter Four I wrote in my journal that I heard a student say ‘they should be more like 
us’. This comment was aimed at asylum seekers coming to Australia. I wrote that I anticipated 
a comment like this because I had heard something like it previously. I recorded thinking that 
this is a very basic social construct. People generally want to be a part of something, a group 
or movement where they ‘fit in’ and are the same as … there is solidarity in sameness (Journal 
entry Thursday 24th April 2014). Conversely, there is the other side where those who do not 
‘fit in’ are cast as different and often not equal or comparable to. This was an especially 
important issue we needed to discuss. But actually, what really troubled me was what seemed 
like an absence of concern for others, that is, people outside of students’ immediate social 
group and family. This lack of awareness and empathy was ultimately something I needed to 
reconcile and hence reconstruct.  
 
It was alarming that I needed to come to terms with comments such as: “I’m not racist but 
I don’t like those people… and If they come here (to Australia), they should be more like us or 
become more like us” (Journal entries Thursday 24th April 2014). I knew aspects of social 
justice were not well understood by students and many misconceptions were present in the 
attitudes of people in general. I saw and heard the FIFO (fit in or f… off) attitude in the street 
and on the bumper stickers of big sport utility vehicles and was saddened to come face to face 
with it in a classroom of future teachers in an academic institution. Certainly, writing out my 
thoughts helped me make better sense of them, letting go of what I could not change. What I 
did carry with me into the next classes was a resolve to refer back to the unit readings and 
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specifically ask students how they themselves felt about those concepts and the comments 
made in previous weeks. I drew out passages that questioned how empathy, for instance, is 
implied and in this way inadvertently used the CRP framework to begin to confront students. 
What I realised as I started to do this and some discussion got underway, was students were 
understanding. I had made the reading more accessible by using the critical incident from the 
previous week, to make meaning of the theoretical underpinnings of the topic. It was students 
themselves who then offered up more effective approaches to controversial topics and how 
alternative approaches and ways of seeing ultimately impact their teaching. Looking at the 
framework in Figure Three, as I ‘reconstructively’ moved from the confront/act stage, 
acknowledging that my questioning of students did examine the heart of the matter, and 
substantiated an exploration of anti-racism pedagogy, a similar movement happened with 
students. As I became more socially critical, constructively outlining the ‘injustices and 
contradictions’ (Aveling, 2010), for instance, I asked students what this actually means for 
their own teaching practice. Doing this helped students become more informed about what 
influences bear down on their arguments, choice of words and behaviour. They began to 
recognise and analyse their own positionality.  
 
An important aspect was that I was not necessarily studying students themselves but turning 
the gaze inwards to look at my own teaching practices. My assumption was that meaningful 
pedagogy was being produced by being a critical practitioner. It did not work instantaneously 
but was I far wrong with this assumption? Teaching at what is often the very edge of students’ 
tolerance and understanding, was in fact emulating what teachers need to know, think about 
and do. However, what I also realised was that I inadvertently began to hold back from 
exploring racial themes with students. As on many occasions, I let students engage in lively 
discussions and arbitrate only when required. The reflective cycle had helped me find a 
workable solution to incidents that were otherwise extremely challenging. And yet, it was still 
often not difficult to get students fired up. The reconstructive questions become: why did I feel 
I should refrain from exploring the issues further? Was it an impingement on my own safety 
or comfort? Again, doing things ‘differently’, as a part of the reconstruct sequence, Zeus 
Leonardo reminds me that conditions such as this “do not come about through an innocent 
process, let alone the innocence of whiteness.” (2004, p. 140). There is quite an onus on me to 
facilitate the exploration of these concepts in a manner that is conducive to consideration and 
‘rupturing open’ of the issues. The fine line I need to be on the lookout for, as Leonardo advises, 
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is that discussion of racism can induce an over sensitivity or as he says concern of students 
“…whether or not they ‘look racist’” and as he argues “forsake the more central project of 
understanding the contours of structural racism” (2004, p. 140). In this context it is me who 
needs to continue the conversation and provide the practical evidence, which may not otherwise 
be explicit.  
 
By analysing critical incidents, it was evident in my journal that introducing topics, listening 
to students exchange points of view and mediating succinctly is a skill I needed to improve. 
Where student behaviour was less than what I expected from teacher education candidates, 
where independent learning and critical thinking is lacking, it is my responsibility to address 
how I facilitate student learning of these concepts. Exploring the critical whiteness studies of 
Peggy McIntosh (1990, 2010) and the introspective techniques of Jane Elliot (1968), for 
example, was another wonderful way to confront students with theory. Especially when it 
comes to developing an understanding of white privilege and the critical thinking that comes 
with it. When debates got heated and I was unprepared for the barrage of negativity coming 
from defiant students, it was the emotional maturity gained through reflective pause and 
recollection that was needed and that came to my aid. Translating the fundamental principles 
of the unit into students’ values was hard won, but it was worth it. I knew the material could 
benefit their professional practice; I knew the reality of exploring touchy subject material is 
confrontational and that some students will fundamentally deal with the material by resisting 
its findings, at least, that is, until they find a way to understand it on their own terms. Therefore, 
classroom challenges offer excellent learning possibilities and I believe the principal 
diplomatic teaching actions I take away from these experiences is to develop an acute 
awareness to careful listening. It will include acknowledging to students that I understand what 
they are saying as I appraise or evaluate their ideas. This, I believe, will in turn, help determine 
how understanding and engagement might be better established.  
 
However, if I am to be introspective about reflective practices and the importance of 
diplomacy then I need to have an even better awareness of some of the current political and 
mainstream ideas. Where these ideas can create polarised opinions, it is an advantage to keep 
in mind that teaching with adults requires open discussion and challenging alternative ideas 
needs to be done in a non-competitive manner. This needs to work both ways because if 
learning is to be democratic, and a learning community established, then exploration has to 
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probe with care; be augmented and confronted with responses that value and encourage student 
reflection and expression.  
 
Within the context of the teaching, it is the literature that often draws on controversial and 
current ideas in education. It is a potent guide that often requires some explanation of how this 
can be of use to teachers’ actual practice. What I started to do is summarise the workshop 
program right from the beginning, charting it in practical terms and this required 
communication skills that rely on an effective pedagogical approach. Critical kinds of 
professional judgement such as to educate, review and, supporting students’ viewpoints were 
used. While not seen to be a complex skillset, it is nevertheless an ability that requires practice 
if a more all-encompassing way of listening, discussing and together formulating an 
understanding of critical educational theory is to eventuate.  
 
Conspicuously, there were times where I was not quite as prepared as I could have been. I 
knew some topics were controversial and they would be difficult to condense within the allotted 
time period. It was clear in hindsight that they took a lot more effort and patience. The reflective 
learning proved to be a great strategy to prompt preparing various alternative activities, just in 
case the group/s did not seem to engage or did not have much direction with a particular 
activity. Where I did this a better flow of dialogue and discussion happened and again I felt 
more comfortable within myself.  
 
 Constructively translating adversity takes some effort. Negotiating opposition to create 
better learning environments, especially with regards to particular students who did not think 
that social justice was applicable to their teaching area, quite possibly necessitates acquainting 
myself with the context of their study area and interests a lot more. I had written about this in 
my journal:  
 
when an ability to ground the importance of sport in education was shown, even by showing 
my own personal interest in the sport, about the upcoming game or for instance the controversy 
last year over the vilification of footballer Adam Goode, the workshop became dynamic 




As indicated by the above journal entry, locating the importance of the topic within the 
structure of students’ teaching context and personal interests, was a worthwhile approach, but 
it took time. Significantly, if enough time is taken for preparation, enough time to reflect and 
engage students individually and yet collectively … another important skill, then the classroom 
climate improved and better learning/teaching eventuated. I know this because less arguments 
eventuated, students engaged more, interaction was improved, and student attendance numbers 
were maintained. The main point, as also stated above, is that the model for reflection 
influenced the way I used strategy from theory, to join with practice. I know this translated 
favourably to my teaching because many of the students’ weekly assignments started to provide 
better critical evaluation of the readings and more students openly acknowledged the 
importance of those ideas, practices and perspectives within their workshop discussions. 
Graphically, this is shown in Figure 4 as the reflective transition that moves through informing 
my judgement and confronting my ideas about student behaviour to an understanding or 
acknowledgement of what ideas need to be ‘reconstructed’ in order to form more effective 
critical pedagogy.  
 
 
Great Expectations: Another Facet of the Reconstruct Sequence 
 
Another way of looking at the critical incidents I describe in Chapter four is as a guide to 
some of the things I need to be conscious of. In my opinion, providing professional tuition for 
students is a teacher’s responsibility. How universities facilitate this should not be measured 
by teaching performances alone. Unit coordinators, whose diligent work is often curtailed by 
productivity if not tenure constraints, are not necessarily to blame when students complain that 
their experience does not measure up to their expectations. My own teaching contract generally 
ends when semester finishes and all the grades have been entered, for me there is not enough 
time to overly upset myself about teaching performance, let alone developing an active 
academic relationship with students. And yet I am always very interested in students’ 
evaluations of the unit and teaching. As a socially orientated person, it is personal that I cannot 
develop trust and relate effectively with some students. Perhaps I assert the institutional 
expectations way too much in my ways of responding to students. From Chapter Four, the 
resistance I write about, unacceptable behaviour and being argumentative, comes from 
students who find talking about racism, gender inequities, multiculturalism, and critical 
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whiteness far too challenging and uncomfortable. The ten-week course is perhaps too short a 
time period to explore these kinds of important topics and develop a relationship with students, 
where they feel familiar with me and the other students, to openly explore … and at times make 
mistakes. The inference I make is that single semester units are as much to blame as any 
pedagogical approach. Smyth suggests, that such situations do tend to separate teaching these 
topics “from having a history, a past or a future of any consequence” (2012, p. 17). While these 
are important concerns for me and I tend to struggle in addressing those concerns, I know it 
requires skills I am yet to fully develop. In earlier work, Smyth (2010, pp. 173-174) discusses 
the personal aspects of teaching and in particular the issue of ‘tenure’. Of note, is the time 
invested in what comprises “a relational turn in teaching … advocates relationships with 
students … by asking how teaching in general connects students with their own aspirations and 
expectations” (Smyth, 2012, p. 14). I simply did not always have enough time to do this with 
students successfully. It is, however, in these aspects of my own educational well-being and 
teaching that I need to become more acquainted.  
 
 




Challenging entitlement with reflective change  
 
Within my teaching context, forms of critical resistance are important; however, these were 
often not the kinds of resistance experienced. Colleagues and other educators with whom I am 
familiar have commented on the kinds of resistance students tend to display, usually centring 
on neglecting to fulfil course requirements through not handing in due assignments, not 
contributing in group discussions or enrolling and not attending all unit offerings. Sometimes 
I had the impression that the material was simply beyond the capacity of particular students at 
that time. And, frustrated by this, they turn towards bullying others because they want to get 
the upper hand. I wrote in my journal about my experiences on a number of occasions. In one 
entry I stated: Either students are not capable, or they do not want to … (Journal entry Tuesday 
12th May 2015). In another reflective paragraph I wrote: It seems to be the bullies of the group 
who are not understanding the weekly topics. I was inclined to continue with my 
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assumption/belief that all students are capable, however, whether they are willing is another 
matter. Am I assuming too much? Or are some students largely unprepared for the changes and 
rigor that come with doing critical, academic work. Do they become bullies as a way to 
challenge what does not suit them? By my evaluation the answer is yes. But I wanted to see 
beyond this to understand why the resources present such a hurdle for some students. I wanted 
to work out what I could do to help make the unit more appealing. Perhaps the apparent 
assertiveness of bullies is misinterpreted by me and my expectation that they adopt the 
information first hand, unrealistic.  
 
In Chapter Four (resistance 2) I describe an incident where three young students contested 
their marks. I put this down to a sense of entitlement fostered by students because I had let 
them get away with minimal effort in previous weeks (albeit with ample critique and feedback). 
Misinterpretation was resolved through listening, asking and informing with and to the 
students. But I was left with the feeling that the students were performing a kind of defiance or 
privilege with the right to do whatever they wanted. Similarly, in Chapter Four (resistance 3) 
I describe an incident with students where their work was difficult to assess and while I tried 
to help by intervening in a number of different ways, eventually I decided that it was students’ 
own ‘undoing’ or ‘not doing’ that caused their failure. Adult learners are diverse and often 
require different levels of tuition, some students are independent learners already, while others 
are not. What I attempted to do was to help all students become interested in their learning. 
Indeed, successful teachers help their students reflect on their own failures as well as monitor 
and support their learning journeys (Glasgow and Hicks, 2003, pp. 10-12).  
 
The ‘reconstruct’ questions important at this stage, were already formulated in previous 
reflective sequencing. My unrest is evident in the questions: 
 
• Why do some students resist the unit offerings?  
• Why do I doubt my effectiveness as a teacher? (Journal entries 16th March 
2015). 
 
The alert for me was that I may have simply been tackling problems with these students 
with too much reliance on unit content rather than the processes of academic work, namely, 
critical thinking. I let them find their own ground in subsequent weeks and this worked well. 




• Do reflective processes build more cognisance of critical whiteness, racism, 
learning styles and cultural inclusion in students and me? (Journal entry 9th 
April 2014).   
 
In Reconstruct 1, I indicated how I made the reading more available to students, through 
using the critical incident and also by personalising the context of the material. In this instance 
the cultural inclusivity we were exploring was not something that resonated with the North 
American overseas students. What I did was to open discussion based on the educational 
context in North America. They wanted to talk about this, and it created a great lead into a 
discussion based on both educational contexts. I used some of Giroux’s idea (see following 
reference) to introduce Paulo Freire to students. In Rethinking Education as the Practice of 
Freedom: Paulo Freire and the Promise of Critical Pedagogy, Giroux says:  
 
What Paulo (sic) made clear in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, his most influential 
work, is that pedagogy at its best is about neither training, teaching methods, nor 
political indoctrination. For Freire, pedagogy is not a method or an a priori 
technique to be imposed on all students but a political and moral practice that 
provides the knowledge, skills, and social relations that enable students to explore 
the possibilities of what it means to be critical citizens while expanding and 
deepening their participation in the promise of a substantive democracy. Critical 
thinking for Freire was not an object lesson in test-taking, but a tool for self-
determination and civic engagement (2010, p. 716). 
 
Indeed, civic engagement was something that interested those students. The revealing 
strategy was peer learning, not only because working collegially and collaboratively built more 
cognisance of critical pedagogy but students agreed that it would be an engaging way of doing 
things.  
 
Looking back, at the relative successes: identifying and addressing aspects of my teaching; 
identifying troubling aspects of interaction; understanding the notion of confidence and the 
development of trust and collegiality are all developments that promoted student learning. I 
know this because students’ weekly assignments, critical engagement and interpersonal 
discussions were, by my assessments, enhanced. Indeed, my interaction with students was 
transformed and this confirmed my belief that Critical Reflective Practice does suit teacher 




Referring back to the framework in figure 4, it becomes evident that although I like to think 
I am ‘reconstructing’ this critical incident, in some ways I am still confronting my ideas and 
approach towards students. Nevertheless, with this in mind I make it ‘reconstructive’ by stating 
the theoretical foundations for my thinking and actions. Notably, a common feature of 
educators is to be viewed by students as role models, instructors and facilitators of learning. 
This was the expectation I had for my own learning previously. The prospect for students to 
complete tasks, acquire skills such as independent learning and critical thinking is something, 
I think good teachers make possible. In aspiring to become an effective teacher, I embarked on 
a critically reflective journey, as a researcher it was a methodological journey, both with the 
aim to cultivate professional skills and develop the wisdom of understanding. Somewhere in 
that process, I made the assumption that students would be open to reflection and their own 
reflective changes as well. This idea follows decades of educational research that advocates 
change happening through self-investigative, self-reflective processes. These processes utilise 
ethnographic narrative, action learning and other forms of critical self-analysis. Critical 
reflective journaling was effective for me. As a meaningful step towards quality teaching, 
reflective thoughts and actions became valuable moments of insight. And this is where I 
understood the notion of praxis – where theory informs practice and in turn practice informs 
theory. Praxis for Freire, cited in Aliakbari & Faraji (2011, p. 82) “is both reflection and action, 
both interpretation and change”. I recorded all four of these aspects in my teaching and research 
approaches.  
 
Consequently, and with a ‘reconstructive’ framing, it was crucial that I maintained my 
workshop sessions with students as goal, learner and activity-oriented and this refined my 
acknowledgement of students as adult learners. A facilitator of learning by my estimation 
(within an adult educational context) is a leader, a guide and a colleague. Indeed, an important 
feature of adult learning is to be “treated as a self-directing person” which necessitates 
classrooms that are “student-centred, experience-based, problem-oriented and collaborative” 
(Burns, 1995, p. 233). As a collaborative approach to education, building on what students 
already know has, in these kinds of teaching situations, more potential to be transformative 
(see for example, Bonk & Cunningham, 1998; Bonk & Kim, 1998: Wells & Chang-Wells, 
1992). This is one of the major reasons why I turned my research efforts inward, to see more 
clearly what was needed outwards. I researched my effectiveness in class through writing about 
the ‘intricate situations’ I proposed to transform. As an essential aspect of this inductive work, 
it is a deliberate attempt to link my observations, reflections and findings to my practice. 
112 
 
Namely, to address my own limitations through discerning appropriate actions, which often 
necessitates skilful conciliation with my own expectations, those of students and what we can 
explore together to facilitate critical pedagogy.  
 
 
Facilitating Critical Pedagogy 
 
This research was conducted as a way to identify and open up to features of adult and 
tertiary education, multicultural education, critical whiteness studies and education for social 
justice. By so doing I came closer to understanding how these reference points are vital for 
educators who wish to do well in adult education classrooms and in turn for teachers who wish 
to teach in classrooms of diverse students. An important feature is that facilitation is an action, 
it is a skill that requires reflective thinking strategies so that adverse teaching situations can be 
turned into positive learning experiences. Significantly, it is a process that aims to make 
learning easier for students. To teach critical thinking and hence critical pedagogy effectively 
requires emotional maturity, intelligence and wisdom. At the chalkface, to skilfully open 
topical issues and expose their relevance to students is tricky. It entails interacting with students 
to ensure understanding and learning; it involves valuing student comprehension; working with 
any ‘discomfort’ students may endure and generally showing you care about their learning. As 
I have found, critical pedagogy can also be a great motivation for students because they gain a 
sense of self-agency as independent learners. To answer one of my own questions: yes, 
reflective processes do tend to build more cognisance of critical whiteness, racism and cultural 
inclusion. As these subject areas are explored, we all become more cognisant and adept in how 
we understand, speak to, and address the theories of critical education in Australia.  
 
Underpinning all of this, if critical pedagogy is to be effectively developed in classrooms, 
there are certain premises that should be observed. And one of the wonderful truisms I like to 
return to and one that we use in the unit I teach, is to be absolutely mindful as teachers to build 
Respect, Relationship and a shared Responsibility with students, colleagues and ourselves 
(Jackson-Barrett 2010). Indeed, it is a form of social capital (Smyth, 2000) that teachers must 
build on with their students. Tennant says: “relationships, between teachers and adult learners 
should be participative and democratic and characterised by openness, mutual respect and 
equality” (1988, p. 4). Educators attuned to student needs reconstruct classrooms to become 
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ultimately goal, activity and experience-orientated learning spaces. They will invariably 
facilitate “searches for knowledge” (Burns, 1995, p. 234) in these kinds of spaces. And while 
these conceptions of adult learning are vital ingredients within pre-service teacher education, 
they are also important in all teaching and for this reason should be included in the repertoire 
all teachers’ skills.  
 
The big however, is that in some instances, particular students may not be sufficiently 
prepared for university. The critical academic skills required may very well be beyond 
student’s skill base hence the reason for their apparent resistance. By the same token I may not 
be adequately organised to accommodate their needs as well as I should. With all that teacher 
educators know about the responsibilities of developing respect and relationship with students, 
it can still be hard to succeed with some kinds of students and their requirements.  
 
 




 The compromised pedagogy  
 
The Freirian idea put forward by Steinberg “that we are the privileged few who are able to 
facilitate learning and empowerment” (2012, p. vi) is saying we are taking risks by asking 
questions about our teaching practice. If we launch into thinking about our political position if 
not ethical values and importantly, the broader state of critical pedagogy in Australia, then the 
inquiry begins. Over the years I have seen both senior and early career educators leave the 
profession. That has made me start thinking about the longevity of my own academic career. 
Interestingly, some of the literature I have been reading on the subject, (for instance: Down & 
Smyth, (Eds.), 2012) exposes the struggle of those who practice critical pedagogy. Often, like 
me, there are those who are not tenured staff and therefore take pedagogical risks hesitantly if 
at all. Smyth (2012) writes about this in a paper titled Problematizing Teacher’s work in 
Dangerous times. The dangerous times are that many teachers’ work is not on a permanent 
contract which means not being able to rely on the security of ‘tenure’. Smyth (2012) calls on 
teachers themselves to better understand how the contractualisation of teaching influences their 
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work. Often, we need an acute understanding of how there are, for instance, fewer fulltime 
positions and as a consequence, “students, are denied the opportunity of forming a continuing 
relationship with their teachers”. Teachers who themselves are “disembodied and readily 
replaceable, insecure pieceworkers … afraid to offend or challenge ‘the system’ for fear of 
contractual retribution” (Smyth, 2012, p. 14).  
 
Leaving aside the implications of teaching in such a state, it is my reflective practice that 
smooths over any feelings of ‘disembodiment’. It does not, however, disguise the reality that 
if teaching is going to be a prominent feature in my life then I will have to supplement my 
income with other more secure forms of employment. Question for me becomes: do the 
stresses, the responsibility, the remuneration add up? Does teaching provide me with a sense 
of overall happiness?  
 
Critical pedagogy, reflective practices and ‘relational’ teaching might only be tolerated 
because education teaches its skill set akin to business or project management skills. This is 
not necessarily a negative outcome. However, critically, I feel important required courses, such 
as social justice, will become even more tokenistic rather than facilitating student teaching and 
learning in new and exciting ways. I personally do not want to perpetuate a compromise of the 
pedagogy by masking what happens to teachers who teach for the practice of freedom and 
question not only their institutions but importantly their own practices. As a practitioner of 
critical pedagogy who instigates student learning of social justice objectives in safe and non-
threatening ways, there is always the thought that my practices mitigate more challenges than 
answers, that I as with other teachers, begin to compromise the pedagogy through a lack of 
academic rigor. We need to show how what we have been educated with is not compromised 
by management skills that override the compassionate teacher who develops relationships, 
nurtures respectful, culturally inclusive learning and takes full responsibility for their actions.  
 
Looking at the situation at my own university and through some discussion with colleagues, 
there seems to be a pattern developing where doing critical theory is not necessarily being 
valued by universities and schools. For teachers we know it is a base upon which we can direct 
our energies. Critical pedagogy is something that I feel effective, culturally aware and critically 
inclusive teachers are ‘intrinsically’ inclined towards. In the reconstructive framework I think 
too few educators get the opportunity to do something they feel is critically important because 
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it interferes with what is otherwise a ‘busy’ profession. There seems to be less and less time 
for reflection and more time for just getting on with business.  
 
While I have been attempting to come to terms with understanding students better and hence 
the teaching profession, I also feel that it becomes my own fight in a small insignificant part of 
the bigger university structure. The teaching becomes more impersonal, less about the 
interaction that teachers, lectures and professors have with their students. Values seem to shift 
for whole faculties and become more about enrolments and completed courses. Still, through 
the reflective process, I can unequivocally say that it is the teaching, with all its personal 
challenges, that motivates me. I learn through learning how to question and importantly how 
to learn. This has an impact on how I teach and by my observations transforms the interaction 
and exploration quality of critical education in my classrooms.  
 
I had stated that I want to collaborate with students more but had concerns about how this 
can eventuate when classes are large and groups of students can seem to be so resistant and as 
described, cause problems. I indicated how my journaling of critical incidents helped develop 
ways to be more inclusive when dealing with all students and helped me overcome self-doubts 
and actually improved being more self-confident. Through critical reflection on my practice 
(CRP), more reconstructive questions were developed about what was happening in those 
incidents. However, a growing interest in becoming a critically reflective practitioner was 
nurtured because what makes teaching exciting is nothing less than finding practical solutions 
to everyday classroom teaching. This is especially important within teacher education because 
of the profound difference good teaching can make in the lives of students. An idea, supported 
by Dover who affirms good teaching as: “…the conscious and reflexive blend of content and 





As an extension of my own questioning, I have used this chapter to draw my findings 
together and in much the same way as I had done with the first three stages of CRP, to identify 
key actions and report what recommendations are important. Furthermore, I believe the action 
statements I make at this stage are central to critical educational theory and sociocultural 
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learning theory, where many scholars including Vygotsky (1978) have demonstrated. In this 
way they are especially relevant in forging a link between theory and classroom practice, a 
point I have crossed many times. Using the ‘reconstruct’ stage in this chapter is indeed a great 
way to speak to the reflective journaling of the previous three stages. Through the 
familiarisation, coding and analysis of my journaling I was able to create a guide whereby 
further analysis has less reflection and more statement-based ideas grounded in what has been 
questioned, learned and then questioned again.  
 
Notably, this stage satiates the absence of collegial discussion, which did not transpire all 
that often due to workload hours. While it was always my journaling that allowed me 
immediate focus and resolve to reflect on the teaching incidents that perturbed me, it also 
created research data. I located my inquiries in a critical paradigm by examining my teaching 
practices, my assumptions and subject position. For me, there was no hiding behind a collection 
of statistical data, instead I asked questions in a systematic way to help me better understand 
classroom actions in the past, the present and certainly this aided proposing more effective 
future classroom actions. Also, instead of shying away from the emotions involved, they were 
used to investigate my responses and act on them in light of more cogent tactics, asking for 
instance what teachers should be doing in light of critical incidents and reconstructive 
evaluation. The Describe, Reflect and Act cycle, a common research cycle, was consequently 
utilised in a simple way; it unravelled complex teaching incidents such that I was able to be 
positive about returning to classrooms with renewed enthusiasm. The reflective process was 
well suited as an inquiry approach as it helped me question what I was doing along those lines 
… what happened, why did it happen and what should I do about it? Its prominent form was 
also as a research methodology providing the background for an evaluative and inductive 
analysis, action planning and importantly self-reflection. The ‘reconstruct’ stage, as mentioned, 
comes to the fore by bringing a broader critical aspect to the inquiry which I feel benefits from 
its inclusion, certainly if additional clarity is needed for more longitudinal studies.  
 
What I have demonstrated in this thesis is an ability to conduct a qualitative research project 
using Critical Reflective Practice (CRP) as the foundation for my inquiries and data collection. 
I presented a selection of data that characterise the kinds of incidents evident in teacher 
education classrooms, from a teacher’s perspective. The consequence of this data, essentially 
by creating a teaching journal of significant teaching events, created a deeper process of critical 
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reflection. Significantly, this model of reflection can indeed be tailored to suit individual 
circumstances and begin to ask the sorts of questions important within this kind of teaching 
and research context. The main questions I asked of this research were: 
 
• How can I become a better teacher educator and maintain my effectiveness 
in the face of student resistance?  
• What models of reflection best suit the teaching of critical pedagogy in a 
teacher education context? 
 
Although it would have been a lot easier to simply not delve into any further questioning 
processes, of myself or my teaching practice, this simply did not equate with the kind of 
teaching or indeed the kind of person I am. For this research project I wanted simple answers 
to complex questions, I wanted more relevant skills and action to suit the setting. In the first 
reflective stages, I had covered a lot of ground. I contested and drew my awareness to the 
unacceptable behaviour and argumentative environment created in some of my classrooms. I 
challenged myself further by becoming more assertive in the face of resistance that could 
otherwise be misinterpretation or indeed an important stage within the processes of student 
learning. Through doing the best I could under the circumstances, I worked with students’ 
recognition of their own achievements and this acted as a pathway toward becoming more 
proficient learners. For my teaching, it was by taking a pause, thinking about the context, then 
highlighting through recording and exploring the situation, that I became much more objective 
and saw a significantly broader picture, both for myself and students. I questioned, and this in 
itself was a valuable process.  
 
 In summary, I chose to evaluate critical incidents to develop my teaching skills. I used 
Critical Reflective Practice as a research methodology because it equips educators with the 
perceptive teaching necessary when exploring critical educational theory. With such skills, 
professional judgement is nurtured. For this research project, I wanted to focus on how I 
understood students, not necessarily how students understand the unit concepts. This could be 
the focus of a future research project. As I inferred in chapter one, I was more interested in the 
processes of my teaching than the content, which is well covered in the unit texts and study 
guide. I wanted to explore the reasons why critical pedagogy at the academic level is developed 
and yet often poorly understood. Reflective practices provide very real ways to turn the theories 
of good teaching into actual teaching skills and approaches. I have shown that this can be done 




The process of reflective reconstruction followed this transformative approach. Working 
critically through the first three reflective stages and then reconstructively by challenging 
events further, helped me understand them as symptoms within a broader structure of societal 
understanding. An important aspect of what we attempt in these kinds of classrooms, when it 
comes to education for social justice, is to address what has been omitted from mainstream 
knowledge. Apart from the unit assessment system I have not developed a focus on how 
students were transformed by the critical pedagogy except in terms of how we interacted and 
discussed sensitive educational topics. What I am very aware of is how improving the process 
of critical pedagogy in my own practices affected how I was able to facilitate student 
engagement and eventual grades. Important to note here is that students transformed their 
thinking in their own ways, and I was not privy to how they did this exactly. What I was certain 
of was the small ways in which the performance of some students was supplemented 
favourably by the ways in which I enhanced my teaching practices.  
 
Importantly, I have learnt, as the tutor in those classrooms, that transformation happens from 
ardent introspection. Introspection in this context is a broad process of keen, enthusiastic and 
wholehearted re-collection of a situation. It was confronting but it led me to be better informed 
by what I expected of myself. Confronting (as the third stage in figure 4) meant that we could 
not forget incidents simply because they were too uncomfortable. It was a two-pronged 
approach that measured students’ behaviour, even if it drained us. It was getting students to 
move beyond their tolerance levels. But it was also looking at the ways in which I approached 
the situations and individual students. This was how I planned reconstructively for the next 
workshops. Indeed, keeping a reflective teaching journal, recording descriptively, reflectively 
and with intent is a useful way to remember otherwise easily forgotten critical teaching 
incidents. While the practice of writing reflections and thoughts might seem to be counter-
intuitive, nevertheless it does create a report that can be actioned. It creates data that can be 
interpreted, evaluated, reflected and by so doing is confronted. As I have demonstrated this 
creates a straightforward way to incorporate practice and theory into the development of 
teachers work and develop subsequent research on that teaching. This is confirmed through the 
literature in a myriad of different ways but ultimately, leads teachers back to themselves to 
realise how best to proceed. (Anderson, 2006; Ackermann, 1988; Angus, 2012; Aull Davis, 
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2005; de Freitas & Paton, 2009; Chase, 2008; Duffy &Cunningham, 1996; Dyson, 2007; Ellis 
& Bochner, 2000; Gentile, 2010; Gorski, 2000; Vygotsky, 1978).  
 
My knowledge of reflective practice has made me more aware of student’s needs, it has also 
highlighted how important it is to nurture ones’ initiative and pragmatic ideas about what is the 
right course of action for any given teaching event and use this, again, to develop professional 
practice. Over at least the past twenty years, research has consistently suggested that reflective 
practices become a mainstay in the repertoire of skills both teacher educators and teachers 
possess. One of the current interests in research is how teachers fare when confronted with 
critical teaching situations. Of vital significance is, there must be some kind of resilience that 
teachers develop if they are to continue to challenge divisive mainstream ideas.  
 
In many respects the CRP sequence I utilised creates layers of address for teaching to critical 
incidents. Reconstructive measures when acted on will go some way in helping provoke 
students simply and fairly when they do not acquiesce to social justice or the unit or university 
expectations. Similarly, asserting topical values in ways that students can readily identify 
within their own sense of professional practice and judgement, is a deliberate way to help 
teachers help students secure their sense of self-agency and pedagogical understanding. This 
will surely entail setting high expectations for all students by again describing what the 
expected outcomes will be. One of those outcomes for me at least will be acknowledging that 
students will become the teachers they want to be. They will be the best guide, judge and 
facilitator of their own teaching and learning contexts. What we do in teacher education is 
indicate the kinds of situations, classroom demographics and social justice objectives teachers 
may find in their school placements. This is the best we can do and I think we do it extremely 
well.  
 
In effect there are solutions all the way through the reflective process. As a model for 
reflection, Critical Reflective Practice overrides feelings of powerlessness and vulnerability 
not only when facilitating student learning but also in the face of what might seem like 
insurmountable odds when teaching social justice units. Challenges that would otherwise be 
too threatening to confront or deal with effectively are dismantled through all four stages of 
Critical Reflective Practice and this makes it an ideal model for both research and teaching 
practices. Indeed, pausing to deliberate, to ruminate, to recollect and indeed confront is a 
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moment for busy practitioners to view in hindsight what was happening and what potential 
could prevail. As a model of research, tailored to suit the context, data is collected and analysed, 
improvements are assessed, and professional judgement gauged. Such bricolage makes for 
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